
In the safety and anonymity of the 
confessional, Hope St Germaine spilled 
her deepest secret — and her greatest fear. 

“The women of ray family are evil and wanton, Father They’re 
sinners, they sell themselves, their bodies. We are cursed women.” 

Hope twisted her fingers together; heart thundering. "I escaped, 
but now I fear that ray baby daughter will grow 15) evil and wanton. 
I see the Darkness in beg Father; and I’m so afraid.” 

The priest began to speak with a strength that filled Hope with 
calm, “We are all in the possession of the darkness, child. Eve 
offered Adam the apple, he took the forbidden fruit and original 
sin was bom." 

He shifted; Hope heard the rustle of robes and the dick of his 
rosary beads. “You must teach your daughter to fight the 
darkness.” 

“But how, Father?” Hope leaned toward toe partition. “How can I 
help her?" 

“You have the power to mold her into a woman of high moral 
character. This child has been sent as a test of your strength and 
your faith. This child can be your glory or your defeat” 

Hope curved her hands into fists. She wouldn’t lose to toe 
Darkness; she wouldn’t let it have her daughter She would stamp 
the bad seed out of her child. Just as she had worked to stamp it 
out of herself. 

This child would be her glory or her defeat. 
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Vacherie, Louisiana 
1959 


Hope Pierron sat in the window seat of her third floor 
bedroom and gazed out at the Mississippi River. She smiled 
to herself, anxiousness and excitement coiling in the pit of 
her gut. She controlled both with icy determination. She 
had waited all her life for this day; now that it had come, 
she would not reveal herself by appearing too eager. 

She pressed a hand to the sun-warmed glass, wishing she 
could break it, leap out and fly to freedom. How many 
times during her fourteen years, years spent trapped within 
the red walls of this house, had she wished the same thing? 
To be a bird, to leap from the window and fly to freedom? 

After today, she wouldn’t need to wish for wings. After 
today, she would be free of this house. Of the stigma of sin. 
Free of her mother and all who she had known. 

Today she would be reborn. 

Hope closed her eyes, thinking of her future, yet pictur- 
ing her past and this hated house, instead. The Pierron 
House had been a fixture on River Road, a part of the cul- 
ture of southern Louisiana since the summer of 1917. That 
had been just before the demise of Storyville, when her 
grandmother Camellia, the first Pierron madam, had 
moved her daughter and her girls here. 

Surprisingly, neither hue nor cry had erupted then, nor 
v> en the gentlemen began calling. All these years later, this 
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Those were the times The Darkness held her in its grip, 
clamoring for unholy release. 

Afterward, guilty and ashamed, Hope would punish 
herself. The way she touched herself, the things she 
watched, were wrong. Sinful. She had learned of her sin at 
mass and in catechism, as she sat alone because none of the 
other children would come near her. Yet, outside the church 
walls and inside these, such behavior was lauded— espe- 
cially by the men who laughed by night and averted their 
eyes by day. 

At the creak of the stairs that led to her bedroom, Hope 
turned away from her window and faced the door. A mo- 
ment later, her mother appeared in the doorway. 

Lily Pierron was an incredible beauty, same as all the 
Pierron women had been. Her face and figure seemed not 
to have aged with the years; her hair was the same velvety 
blue-black it had been in Hope’s childhood. The other 
whores commented on it behind her mother’s back; Hope 
had heard them whispering. They speculated that Lily had 
made a pact with the devil. They speculated that all the 
Pierron women had. 

All except Hope. Hope was not nearly as beautiful as her 
mother— her own hair was a deep brown instead of black, 
her eyes a watery rather than brilliant blue, her features 
sharp instead of soft. 

She was not as beautiful because The Darkness was not 
as strong in her. 

“Hello, Mama,” Hope murmured, fixing a sweet, sad 
smile on her mouth. 

The older woman returned her melancholy smile and 
took a step into the room. “You look so grown-up stand- 
ing there like that. For a moment, I hardly recognized 
you.” 

Hope’s heart began to thud against the wall of her chest. 
“It’s just me, Mama.” 

Her mother laughed softly and shook her head. “I know. 
But it seems only yesterday you were a baby.” 
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from Meridian, Mississippi, the only child of wealthy par- 
ents.” 

“Who travel abroad,” Hope filled in. She laced her fin- 
gers together, nervous suddenly. “What if someone dis- 
covers the truth? What if one of my classmates is from 
Meridian? What if-” 

“No one will discover the truth. My friend has seen to 
everything. Not one other girl from Mississippi attends the 
academy. Even the headmistress believes you’re Hope Pe- 
nelope Perkins. No one will question your story. Feel bet- 
ter now?” 

Hope searched her mother’s expression, then nodded. 
She knew her mother’s “friend” to be none other than the 
Governor of Tennessee. He and her mother went way back; 
Lily knew many — if not all— of his darkest secrets. Secrets 
she would go to her grave with. Of course, such loyalty 
sometimes demanded return— in the form of favors. 

The sound of a horn sliced through the humid after- 
noon. Hope’s heart flew to her throat, and she raced to the 
window. Three stories below, the airport shuttle idled in the 
driveway while Tom, the houseman, helped the driver load 
the bags. 

Lily followed her to the window. “Dear Lord, it’s time 
already.” She laid her hands on Hope’s shoulders, her 
cheek against her hair. “I don’t know how I’m going to 
bear this.” 

Hope sucked in a deep breath, joy a living thing inside 
her. Almost free. Just a few more minutes and she would 
never see her mother or this hated house again. She strug- 
gled to keep from laughing out loud. 

Her mother sighed, dropped her hands and took a stg? 
away. “We’d better go.” 

“Yes, Mama.” Hope collected the suitcase, then sbe and 
her mother started for the stairs. Her mother's 
waiting for them in the foyer. They each hugged ^ d f^ 0 
Hope, they each wished her well and made her 
write. 




Part 1 
Hope 
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New Orleans, Louisiana 
1967 


Tb e perfume of flowers hung in the air, almost overpow- 
ering in its sweetness. The scent mixed strangely with those 
of the maternity ward, creating another that was both ap- 
pealing and repugnant. Even so, fresh arrangements ar- 
rived hourly, enthusiastic offerings sent to herald the birth 
of Philip St. Germaine Ill’s first child. 

The excitement was understandable. After all, this child 
would be heir to the family’s wealth and social position, 
this child would be heir to the venerable St. Charles, the 
small luxury hotel built in 1908 by the first Philip St. Ger- 
maine. 

For this child, nothing was too much. 

Hope gazed down at the newborn, nestled in the bassi- 
net beside her bed. Despair and disappointment, so bitter 
they burned her tongue, roiled inside her. She had prayed 
for a boy. She had done the rosary, she had done penance. 

She had been so certain her prayers would be answered that 
she had refused to consider names for a girl. 

Her prayers had not been answered; she had been cursed 
instead. 

She had given birth to a daughter, not a son. Just as her 
mother and grandmother had, just as every Pierron woman 
had for as many generations back as she could recall. 

Hope drew a deep breath, bile rising like a poison insidc^.,^ 
her. She hadn’t escaped the Pierron legar* ,wc ‘' 
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“Oh, love, don’t cry.” He drew her against his chest. "It 
really doesn’t matter. Don’t you see? Besides, we’ll have 
other children. Many more.” 

The pain inside her grew almost unbearable. Hope knew 
what her husband did not: there would be no more chil- 
dren for them. She, like her ancestors, would be unable to 
carry another child to term. That was a part of the curse, 
the Pierron women were allowed only one child, always a 
daughter. To that daughter they would pass The House and 
the legacy of sin. 

Hope curled her fingers into the soft, fine fabric of his 
jacket. She longed to share her thoughts with him, but 
knew he would be shocked, horrified, to learn the truth 
about his perfect wife. And now, his perfect daughter, too. 

He could never know. She swallowed hard and pressed 
her face to his shoulder, breathing in the scent of the rain 
that lingered on his jacket, preferring it to the cloying at- 
mosphere of the room. No one could ever know. 

“I just wish,” she whispered, working to achieve just the 
right mixture of grief and wistfulness in her tone, “that mv 
parents could have lived to see her. It’s so unfair. Some- 
times it hurts so much, I ... I almost can’t bear it.” 

“I know, my darling.” For several moments, he cradled 
her against his chest, then eased her away, his lips lifting 
into a small smile. “I have something for you.” From his 
jacket pocket he drew out a jeweler’s box. Stamped or me 
lid of the midnight-blue leather case was the name cf 
Orleans’s finest jeweler. 

With trembling fingers, Hope opened the her. Izs fa- 
nestled on the white velvet, lay a strand cf nerfref” 
matched pearls. “Oh, Philip.” She took cm me redmmr 
and brought it to her cheek. The reams were ecci arc 
smooth against her skin. “They-' re exmmmsm 

His lips lifted, and he shifted his sab to me ham-. ~h ~ 
had begun to stir. “They’ll be hers ore cam I mermm r 
appropriate.” 

Hope’s pleasure in the gift vanished, arc she me 

necklace in its box. He adored bis carsrts" riraf— ~ — = 
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"Darling—” 

"Mrs. St. Germaine?” The nurse rushed in. “What’s 
wrong?” 

“She won’t feed her,” Philip said, turning to the nurse. 
“She won’t take her from me. I don’t know what to do.” 

“Mrs. St. Germaine,” the nurse said crisply, her voice 
brooking no disobedience. “Your daughter is hungry. You 
must feed her. She will stop crying the minute—” 

“No!” Hope drew the blanket to her chin, her fingers 
curled so tightly into the fabric that they went numb, panic 
pumping through her until she shook with it. “I can’t.” She 
turned to her husband, tears slipping down her cheeks. 
“Please, Philip, don’t make me do this. I can’t do it. I 
won’t.” 

He stared at her as if she had sprouted horns. “Hope? 
What’s wrong? Sweetheart, this is our child, our baby. She 
needs you.” 

“You don’t understand . . .you don—” The last caught 
on a sob and she turned her face to the pillows. 
“Go. . . away. Please, just leave me alone.” 
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sweet-tempered and genteel, had become a person he didn’t 
recognize. A person who frightened him. 

He brought a hand to his head, heavy and aching from 
stress and lack of sleep. It wasn’t only that she had cursed 
at him, spitting out words he would have sworn she didn’t, 
and couldn’t, know. It was more than the fact that she had 
told him she hated him when he had tried insisting they pick 
out a name for their child. 

No. It was the way she had looked at him, an almost 
maniacal light burning in her eyes, that frightened him. 
Because when she’d looked at him that way, he had felt, 
deep down in his gut, that the life he had known was gone 
forever. 

Philip jammed his hands deep into his trouser pockets 
and gazed at his daughter, sucking greedily on a bottle of 
formula. She was the image of her mother already. He 
couldn’t understand how Hope could look at her with such 
horror, how she could recoil from touching her. He pressed 
the heels of his hands to his burning eyes. When she looked 
at their precious daughter, what did she see that he didn’t? 

If only he could understand, if only he could crawl in- 
side his wife’s head, maybe he would be able to help her. 
And then, maybe, his world would stop rocking around 
him. 

Her behavior had come out of nowhere. She had looked 
forward to the birth of their first child. Her pregnancy had 
been an easy one; she had suffered from neither morning 
sickness nor mood swings. They had talked about all the 
things this child would do and be. Other than her absolute 
conviction that she carried a boy, her attitude about moth- 
erhood had seemed completely normal. 

Now this. A shudder of fear moved over him. What 
would he do if he had lost her? If the woman he had known 
and loved so desperately had ceased to exist forever? How 
would he go on? He loved her beyond reason; he had from 
the first. 

Inside the nursery, the attendant finished feeding and 
burping Philip’s daughter and laid her in her crib. Philip 
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that he had felt as if he were deflowering a virgin. Even 
now, standing in plain view of the world, his life in tur- 
moil, thinking of that night brought swift, stunning 
arousal. 

Sometimes he felt as if his life revolved from night to 
night, from one opportunity to make love with her to the 
next. Those times when she couldn’t— or wouldn’t— were 
a kind of torture beyond his previous experience. No 
woman before Hope had had such a hold on him; it was as 
if without her his heart couldn’t beat. 

“There you are.” Hope’s doctor came up to stand be- 
side him. Harland LeBlanc had delivered a host of St. 
Germaine babies, and although nearly sixty, he looked a 
decade younger. Since the man was considered the top ob- 
stetrician in New Orleans, Philip took some comfort in 
knowing Hope had the best care available. 

The older man motioned to the nursery. “You have a 
beautiful daughter, Philip. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever 
seen a more beautiful infant.” 

Philip looked at the other man, then returned his gaze to 
the nursery window. “Yet, Hope can’t bear to look at her. 
She’s yet to hold her. She won’t even consider a name.” 

“I know it’s been difficult, but—” 

“Difficult?” Philip said, his tone caustic. “I don’t think 
you do know, Harland. I don’t see how you can. You 
weren’t there this morning when Hope swore at me. When 
she told me she hated me. All because I wanted to pick out 
a name for our daughter.” He drew a painful breath. “The 
way she looked at me was . . . chilling. I never thought my 
wife would look at me that way.” 

The physician laid a hand reassuringly on Philip’s 
shoulder. “Believe it or not, I do understand what you’re 
going through. I’ve seen this type of behavior before, and 
it will pass. Everything is going to be ail right, Philip ” 
“Are you so certain of that?” Philip drew a hand across 
his forehead. “What if it doesn’t pass? I couldn’t bear to 
ose her. She’s everything to me, she’s-” He cleared the 
lump from his throat, feeling exposed and foolish. He 
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ing, she’s awash in them. She’s not trying to be difficult or 
unreasonable.” 

The doctor shook his head. “What if I send her home too 
early and she doesn’t adjust? What if I send her home and 
the unspeakable happens? I don’t want to take that 
chance.” Hemet Philip’s gaze evenly. “Do you, Philip?” 

The unspeakable. Or worse. Philip swallowed hard. 
“No. Of course not.” 

“Good. Your wife needs you now. You say you love her, 
well, now’s the time to prove it.” 

Philip willed away his frustration and selfish fears. Hope 
needed him. His daughter needed him. He had to be strong. 
“What can I do?” he asked. “Just tell me what I can do.” 

“Be supportive. Understanding and loving. I know it’s 
hard, but you must remember that Hope is not in control 
of her emotions. She’s as frightened as you are right now. 
Probably more. She needs time. She needs your patience 
and love.” 

Philip turned his gaze to his sleeping daughter, so tiny 
and helpless his heart broke for her. She needed her mother. 
She needed to go home. “And if my love and support aren’t 
enough? What then, Harland?” 

For a moment, the physician said nothing. Then he 
sighed. “They’ll have to be, Philip. Right now, you don’t 
have any other options.” 



3 


Hope awakened with a start. Breathing hard, clammy 
with sweat, she moved her gaze over the dimly lit room, 
expecting to see the outfittings of the third-story bedroom 
she had grown up in. Instead, she saw the simple, func- 
tional furnishings of her hospital room. 

Hope drew in a deep, shuddering breath, relief spiraling 
through her. She was in New Orleans. She was Hope St. 
Germaine; the River Road house was far away. Part of a 
previous lifetime, someone else’s lifetime. 

Hope drew in another deep breath, the effects of the 
nightmare still clawing at her. In it, she had been back at 
The House, crouched low and spying on a couple having 
sex. Only, in the dream, it had been her daughter on the 
bed, her daughter performing the lewd sex acts. 

Yet, when her whore-child had looked over her shoul- 
der, as if sensing Hope’s spying gaze, it was her own face 
Hope had seen staring back at her. 

Making a helpless sound of fright, Hope pulled herself 
into a sitting position. She clutched the bedding, willing 
away the image from the dream. She knew what was hap- 
pening to her; she knew why, night after night, she was be- 
ing tormented with nightmares of the past she had left 
behind. 

The Darkness was upon her, taunting and challenging. 
It drought it had won already. 

No! Hope brought her trembling hands to her face. She 
wouldn’t let The Darkness win. She couldn’t. She had 
worked too hard for all she had achieved to succumb now. 
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Hope hugged her knees to her chest. She rocked, her 
head pressed to her knees, her mind whirling. Who could 
she turn to for help? Who could she trust? Philip was los- 
ing patience with her. Their family and friends were acting 
strangely, distant and suspicious. She saw the questions in 
their eyes. She saw the disapproval in their expressions. 
How long until someone uncovered the truth about her 
past? How long until the life she had built for herself 
crumbled to bits beneath her feet? 

She had to accept her child; she had to behave like a 
doting, besotted mother. She had to behave as if she didn’t 
see her daughter’s vile core, pretend she didn’t see that the 
beautiful fruit was spoiled by worms. 

Tears, hot and bitter, welled up in her eyes and slipped 
down her cheeks. But when she held her daughter, how 
would she keep her revulsion from showing? How would 
she be able to hide her despair and feign affection? She 
couldn’t; she knew she couldn’t. 

Hope threw aside the covers and climbed out of bed. She 
crossed to her half-open door, the linoleum floor cool 
against her bare feet. She peeked out at the deserted hall- 
way and nurses’ station. She heard a woman’s weeping 
from down the hall, heard another’s comforting murmur. 

The Vincent woman had lost her baby. Philip had shared 
that information with her earlier today, she supposed in the 
hope of making her thankful for their own baby’s good 
health. Instead, she had wished it was her own child who 
had been taken. If the Lord had chosen her baby, her 
problems would have been solved. 

But the Pierron daughters were strong with The Dark- 
ness that beat inside them; the Pierron daughters never 
died. 

She had to escape, she thought, frantic suddenly. She had 
to get out of this place and breathe fresh air; she needed to 
be away from the constant prying, the insufferable com- 
passion, of the hospital staff. She had to find someone who 
would understand and help her. 
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recent rain, hung low, their loaded leaves splattering her as 
she walked beneath them. 

A streetcar rumbled past; a youth darted across the ave- 
nue, shouting a greeting to another passing in a car. From 
the canopy of oak leaves above her came the sound of some 
small animal scurrying for deeper cover. 

The cab drew to the curb. Hope slid inside. “St. Louis 
Cathedral,” she instructed, then settled against the worn 
seat. In hopes of catching the faithful either in anticipa- 
tion of their sin or in repentance of it, the Jackson Square 
cathedral heard confessions into the night. She had always 
thought it ironic that New Orleans’s oldest, and to her 
mind, most awe-inspiring cathedral stood sentinel at the 
very heart of debauchery. 

Hope clenched her hands in her lap. The cab smelled 
stale, like old cigarettes and mildew. The driver said little; 
his silence saved her having to rebuff him. She turned her 
face to the window and watched as the grand residences of 
uptown gave way to the high rises of downtown, then to the 
old-world architecture of the Vieux Carre, or French 
Quarter. 

Within minutes, the driver drew the cab to a stop beside 
the cathedral. Hope asked him to wait, then stepped out 
into the night. She lifted her gaze to the church’s mighty 
spire, feeling a measure of relief already. St. Louis Cathe- 
dral stood watch over Jackson Square, just as a chaperon 
would over a pair of anxious teenagers, just as the Catho- 
lic church had always stood watch over the eternal souls of 
the faithful. Rebuilt twice from ashes and once from the 
rubble wrought by a hurricane, its rigid lines provided a 
stark contrast to the whimsical ironwork of the buildings 
adjacent to it. Hope had always thought of this church as 
a type of anchor, its rigidity balancing and securing the lives 
of the laissez bon temps roulle Creoles who had once in- 
habited the Vieux Carre. 

Taking a deep breath, she hurried toward the church’s 
welcoming portal, her heels clicking on the cobblestone 
walkway. From the Mississippi River, located just beyond 
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She swiped at the tears on her cheeks. “I escaped, but 
now I fear for my baby daughter's eternal soul. I fear she, 
too, will grow up evil and wanton. I see The Darkness in 
her, Father, and I’m so afraid.” 

For a moment, the priest said nothing. Then he began to 
speak, softly but with a strength and surety that filled Hope 
with calm. 

“We are all in possession of the darkness, child. Eve of- 
fered Adam the apple, he took the Forbidden Fruit and 
Original Sin was bom. Each of us come into the world 
tainted by that act of Original Sin. We are all unclean. But 
God sent His only son to die for us, for our sin. Christ is 
our promise of salvation.” 

The priest shifted, Hope heard the rustle of his robes and 
the click of his rosary beads. “You must help your daugh- 
ter. You must show her the right path. You must teach her 
to fight the Serpent.” 

“But how. Father?” Hope leaned toward the partition. 
“How can I help her?” 

“You’re her mother. You have the power to mold this 
child into a woman of high moral character. Only you. You 
show her the way, teach her right from wrong, holy from 
unclean. God has sent you this child as a test. Of your 
strength and of your faith. This child can be your glory or 
your defeat.” 

Hope’s heart began to thunder, and suddenly her path— 
her purpose— was clear. It wasn’t the Lord who was test- 
ing her, it was The Darkness. 

She curved her hands into fists, so tightly her nails dug 
into her palms. Let The Darkness test her, let it taunt and 
mock her. She wouldn’t lose to it; she wouldn’t let it have 
her daughter. She would stamp the Bad Seed out of her 
child, just as she had worked to stamp it out of herself. 

This child could be her glory or her defeat. 

Glory, she thought, determination rising like a tidal wave 
inside her. This child would be her Glory. 




Part 2 


Santos 
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Mew Orleans, Louisiana 
1979 

Living in New Orleans's French Quarter suited fifteen- 
year-old Victor Santos just fine. No place else he had lived 
was quite like it. Day and night, the Quarter vibrated with 
energy and excitement; he never lacked for something to do 
or someone to hang out with. He liked the sounds and the 
smells, he liked the old buildings whose cracked plaster 
walls were always damp, he liked the lush, hidden court- 
yards and the fanciful iron balconies. 

But most of all, Santos— called that by everyone but his 
mother —liked the people. The Quarter was home to all 
ages, persuasions and colors, home to the good, the bad 
and the ugly. Even the crush who flocked to Bourbon Street 
at night— most of them dedicated party animals, the rest 
curiosity seekers come to ogle the outrageous— fascinated 
him. 

His school counselors were always telling his mom that 
the Quarter was no place to raise a kid because of the bad 
element. Of course, they would lump her into that cate- 
gory, too, if they knew she was an exotic dancer and not the 
waitress she had told them she was. 

As far as Santos was concerned, those counselors were a 
bunch of full-of-crap know-it-alls. As far as be was con- 
cerned, hookers, junkies and runaways had a lot more heart 
than no-good sons-of-bitches like his daddy. No, from what 
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cheek. “You tell your mama I said hello. You tell her 
Brown Sugar’s doin’ okay.” 

“I will. She’ll be glad to hear it.” 

Santos watched her walk away, then shook his head and 
started off again. Sugar was an example of the kind of folks 
those do-gooder school counselors called a bad influence. 
The way he saw it, she was doing the best she could to take 
care of her family. The way he saw it, sometimes life didn’t 
offer anything better than a shit sandwich. When that 
happened, you had to eat it or starve. 

Not that there weren’t some bad people in the Quarter. 
There were plenty; just like everyplace else. He figured folks 
came in three varieties: the haves, the have-nots and the 
want-to-haves. The way he saw it, the lines between these 
three groups were very clearly drawn. It was economics, 
pure and simple. 

The haves were easy. They liked their lives, and as long 
as members of the other two groups stayed out of their way, 
they weren’t any bother at all. But the want-to-haves were 
trouble. They came from all walks of life, they grappled for 
money and power, they would do anything to anyone to get 
it; the want-to-haves burned in their gut to lord it over 
somebody else. 

Santos considered himself a pretty tough kid, but he 
steered clear of that kind. Experience had taught him well. 
His daddy had been like that, always hungry for what he 
didn’t have, always yearning to lord it over somebody else, 
ready to raise his fist to somebody smaller or weaker. Like 
that would make him a big man. 

His daddy. Santos curled his lips in distaste. He had 
nothing but bad memories of Samuel “Willy” Smith. The 
man had been pure oil-field trash, but too good to marry 
the spic-squaw” girlfriend he had knocked up, too good 
to give their baby his name. He used to call Victor and his 
mama half-breed wetbacks and tell them they were no 
good. 

Santos remembered feeling little but relief the morning 
the sheriff had come by their trailer to tell them Willy Smith 
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ican Indian— Cherokee, she thought— and half Mexican, 
she had dark hair and eyes, and an exotic-looking, high- 
cheekboned face. He had seen men look at her, when 
they’d been out together, just the two of them, her in her 
blue jeans, her hair pulled back into a girlish ponytail, her 
face free of the makeup that exaggerated and hardened her 
features. 

He took after her; everybody said so. And every time he 
looked in a mirror, he said a silent thank-you for it. He 
didn’t think he could have faced getting up every day, 
looking in the mirror and being reminded of Willy Smith. 
“Mrs. Rosewood called today.” 

One of those know-it-all do-gooder counselors. “Great,” 
Santos uttered. “Just what we need.” 

She put down her po’boy and wiped her mouth with a 
paper napkin. “You start school next week. You need some 
things.” 

His gut tightened. He knew what that meant. Tonight, 
tomorrow night or the next, she would come home with a 
“friend.” Suddenly, there would be plenty of money for 
clothes and doctor’s visits and book bags. He hated it. “1 
don’t need anything.” 

“No?” She took another bite of her po’boy, chewed 
slowly, then washed it down with a long swallow of the root 
beer. “What about the two inches you’ve grown over the 
summer? Don’t you think your pants are going to be a lit- 
tle short?” 

“Don’t worry about it.” He crushed the paper his po’boy 
had come wrapped in and shoved it into the empty take-out 
bag. “I’ve got some money saved from my job. I’ll get new 
clothes myself.” 

“You also need to visit the dentist. And Mrs. Rosewood 
said your records show that you’re due for—” 

What does she know?” he interrupted, angry sud- 
s' He Jumped to his feet and glared at his mother, 
body ” Can 1 ShejuSt Ieave us alone ? She’s just an old busy- 
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He held a hand out to her, contrite. “I shouldn’t have 

said that, Mom. I’m sorry.” „ . 

“Don’t.” She took another step back from him, work- 
ing to get control of herself. “How did you know about 

the... tricks?” . 

Santos dragged his hands through his hair, frustrated, 
wishing he had never started this. “Give me a break, Mom. 

I mean, I’m not blind. Or dumb. I’m not a kid anymore. 
I’ve known for a long time.’ ’ 

“I see.” She gazed at him another moment, then turned 
and crossed slowly to the one window in the small room. 
She stared out at the street below, her view partially ob- 
structed by the small air conditioner. The seconds ticked 
past, seeming more like minutes. Still, she said nothing. 

He took a step toward her, then stopped, cursing him- 
self. Why hadn’t he held his tongue? Why hadn’t he just let 
her believe he didn’t know her little secret? He couldn’t take 
his words back now, and her silence hurt him more than 
one of his daddy’s blows. 

“What did you expect?” he said, softly now. “Every 
time I needed something, you came home with a friend. He 
would stay an hour or two, then leave. Of course, we’d 
never see him again.” 

She bowed her head. “I’m sorry.” 

A catch in his chest, he crossed to her and wrapped his 
arms around her. He pressed his face to her sweet-smelling 
hair. Tonight when she returned from work, it would reek 
of cigarettes and the dirty old men who had pawed at her. 
“Sorry for what?” he asked, choked. 

“For being a . . .whore. You must think—” 

“You’re not! I think you’re the greatest. I’m not...” His 
voice thickened, and he struggled for a moment to clear it. 
I m not ashamed of you. It’s just that I know how much 

you hate it. You’re always so quiet after. You always look 
so sad. 


He breathed deeply through his nose. “And I hate tha 
you do it for me I hate that I’m the reason why you le 
those guys . . . His words trailed off. 
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< * V ictor, darlin’, I’m off.” 

Santos tore his gaze from the small black-and-white TV 
on his dresser to glance at his mother. “See you.” 

She hooked her purse strap over her shoulder. “You go- 
ing to get up and come give your mama a kiss?” He made 
a face, and she laughed. “I know, you’re too grown-up for 
that now.” 

She crossed to him, bent and planted a light kiss on the 
top of his head, then threaded her fingers through his hair. 
“You know the rules, right?” 

He tipped his face up to hers and arched his eyebrows in 
exaggerated exasperation. “How could I not? You repeat 
them every night.” 

“Don’t be a smart ass. Let’s hear ’em.” 

“Put the chain on,” he said in the sassiest voice he could 
manage. “And don’t answer the door for anybody. Not 
even God.” 

She rapped her knuckles against the top of his head. 
“And don’t leave the apartment. Except if it’s on fire.” 
“Right.” 

“Don’t you look at me that way.’ ’ She narrowed her eyes, 
all traces of amusement gone. “You think my rules are a big 
joke. But take it from me, there are some real creeps on the 
streets. And if the creeps don’t get you, the state will 
Merry, from down at the club, lost her kid that way. Social 
Services found out she left him alone at night and took him 
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He opened the door and started into the hall, but caught 
himself short, feeling more than a little bit silly. He was too 
old to cling to his mother the way a baby would, too old to 
need her coddling and reassurance. He laughed to himself. 
All her talk of losing him, all her worries and warnings, had 
momentarily unnerved him. He laughed again. Next, she 
would have him believing in the bogeyman and the kid- 
eating monster in the closet. 

With a snort of amusement at his own imagination, 
Santos fastened the chain, and made a beeline for has room. 
He dug his shoes out from under the bed, put them on, then 
sat to wait. 

He checked his watch. He would give his mother a ten- 
minute head start before he left to meet his buddies. He met 
them every night at the abandoned elementary school on 
Esplanade and Burgundy, at the northern edge of the 
Quarter. 

His mother’s words filtered through his head, the ones 
about Social Services, about her fear of losing him, and he 
pushed them away. His mother worried too much; she 
treated him like a baby. He had been meeting his friends 
this way for the entire summer and weekend nights during 
the previous school year. He always made sure he beat his 
mother home; he, like all the kids, steered cleared of both 
j the cops and trouble. And as he had promised his mother, 
he was always careful. He had never even come close to 
| getting caught. 

| Exactly ten minutes later, Santos unlocked the door again 
j and headed out into the hallway. Moments later, the hot 
New Orleans night enveloped him. He muttered an oath. 
Nine-thirty at night and it was still hot. 

| Santos brought a hand to the back of his already damp 
' neck. That was the thing people didn’t get about New Or- 
leans summers, the thing that made those long months 
nearly unbearable— it never cooled down. Sure, other 
places got hot during the summer, some got hotter. But 
those places got some relief when the sun set. 
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Santos circled around to the back of the school. After 
making sure nobody was watching, he ducked behind a row 
of wildly overgrown oleander and sweet olive bushes. 
There, as he knew he would, he found a window propped 
open with a brick. He hoisted himself up to the ledge and 
swung inside. From deep within the building he heard the 
sound of laughter; his buddies had already arrived. He 
dropped to his feet. 

A match flared. Startled, Santos swung around. A kid 
called Scout— so named because he was always on the 
lookout for cops, pushers, winos or anyone else who might 
intrude on the group— stood in the comer, his amused ex- 
pression illuminated by the match’s flame. 

“What gives?” Santos asked, frowning. “You scared the 
shit out of me.” 

Scout lit a cigarette, then tossed the match. “Sorry, man. 
You’re late tonight.” 

“I got hung up with my mother.” 

“Drag.” Scout pulled on his cigarette, then blew out a 
steam of the acrid smoke. He indicated the length of iron 
pipe propped against the wall beside him. “Glad it was you. 
For a minute, I thought I was going to war. Got to protect 
! our turf.” 

I And he would have, Santos knew. Most of the kids San- 
| tos hung with, including Scout, lived on the street full-time. 
They were runaways, either from their families or the fos- 
ter-care system. A few, like Santos, were neighborhood kids 
who didn’t have adult supervision at night. They ranged in 
age from eleven to sixteen, and the group shrank and 
| welled in size on an almost daily basis. New runaways 
| joined the group, others moved on or were caught and re- 
; turned to wherever— or whomever— they had tried to es- 
I “ P 6 - Santos and a handful of the others had been part of 
i the group since its beginning. 

^ Where is everybody?” Santos asked. 

Homeroom. Lenny and Tish lifted a bag of crawfish 
trom the back of a truck. They’re still hot. They were thirty 
minutes ago, anyway.” 
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“She new to the street? A runaway?” 

“Yeah, I think so” J , . . . , , 

No “think” about it, Santos decided, cocking ms head 
slightly as he studied her. She had lost , alone, and scared 
to death written all over her. She kept her eyes downcast 
and repeatedly bit down on her lower lip, as if to keep it 
from trembling. Whatever she was running from, he would 
bet his meager summer earnings that it was pretty bad. 

He felt for her, the way he did for all his friends. Over the 
years, they had told him stories that made his daddy’s 
beatings seem tame. Santos peeled a crawfish and popped 
the tail into his mouth. He tossed the head and shell onto a 
pile of others, and reached for another. Every time he heard 
a new kid’s story, he appreciated his life— and his mother- 
more. 

He thought of the discussion he’d had with his mother 
earlier that day, remembered her shame at his knowing that 
she sometimes hooked. She just didn’t get it. She might not 
be Mrs. C from “Happy Days,” but she loved him. They 
might not have much, but they had each other. And his 
friends made him realize that in this mostly rotten world, 
having someone, having love, was something special, 
something worth holding on to. 

The crawfish gone, the group began to shift, some split- 
ting into smaller groups, some of the kids heading out to 
the streets, some crashing. Tina didn’t move; she sat as if 
frozen to the spot. Frozen by fear, no doubt. By uncer- 
tainty. 

t( Santos stood and made his way across the room to her. 
“Hi,” he murmured, shooting her an easy smile “Vm 
Santos.” 

« ^ er § aze t0 W s > then dropped it once more. 
Hi, 


Her voice was soft and sweet and scared. Too «ofL too 

a ,? r L on , the streets - lt w °uW harden up fast 
as she would. If she was going to survive. He sat down 

to leave plenty of distance between" 

them. Your name s Tina. Right?” 




toroiuam riuu 



cracks ana crannies, “ — , ’ , y „ 

scope. It was as if a dozen cop cars had descended directly 

on top of them. . „ VT 

“No!” Tina screamed, covering her ears. No. 

“It’s* okay . . . Tina—” Santos put his hand on her arm, 
and she whirled to face him, her face a mask of horror. In 
the next instant, she tore free of his grasp and ran for t — 
door. Santos ran after her, catching her a moment beiOie 
she reached it. He put his arms around her and held her 


tightly. 

Hysterical, she fought him, kicking and crying, pum- 
meling him with her fists. “Don’t! You have to let me go! 
You have to!” 

“You’ll hurt yourself.” Santos dodged her blows as best 
he could, wincing as her fist caught him in the side of the 
neck. “Dammit, Tina, the stairs are—” 

“They’re coming ... he sent them! He—” 

“He who?” Santos got a hold of her upper arms and 
shook her. “Tina, nobody’s coming. Nobody’s going to 
hurt you. Listen, they’re gone, the sirens are gone.” 

She crumpled against him, sobbing, shaking so badly he 
thought she was having convulsions. “You don’t under- 
stand. You don’t understand.” She curled her fingers into 
his T-shirt. “He’ll send them ... he said he would.” 


After a while she quieted, then totally spent, went limp 
in Santos’s arms. He led her to a corner, to a mattress 
shoved against the wall. She sank onto it, curling into a ball 
of despair. 

Santos sat next to her, Ms knees drawn to his chest. “You 
want to talk about it?” 


Although she remained silent for a long time, something 
about her breathing, about the way she caught her breath 
every so often, as if preparing to speak, made him think she 

wanted to. Finally, she did. 

“I thought . . . they were coming for me,” she said dullv 
kSff ° f eVCrything but des P air - thought he 
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Santos passed a shop that had a neon clock hung in the 
front window. Chartreuse light spilled through the glass, 
staining the sidewalk and his skin an eerie yellow-green. The 
clock registered just after 4:00 A.M. 

He was a dead man. 

Unlike earlier that night, Santos didn’t bother with 
stealth. He took the fastest, most direct route home, alter- 
nating between a jog and a flat-out run. Even the streets 
that were normally well-populated were deserted. 

As he ran, he thought of his mother’s fury and of how he 
was going to convince her to let Tina bunk in with them, 
especially in light of his behavior. And he thought of 
Tula’s mouth against his, of her fear and the way she had 
begged him to stay with her. He flexed his fingers, frus- 
trated, tom between what he had done and what he could 
have done. 

He should have brought her home with him. He could 
have insisted his mother let Tina stay. If that hadn’t 
worked, he could have pleaded with his mother. If Lucia 
Santos was anything, she was a soft touch. One look into 
Una’s desperate, frightened eyes, and his mother would 
havecaved. 

His steps faltered and he thought of going back, then 
dwaded against it. It was nearly dawn already; Tina would 
be safe at the school. He would smooth things over with his 
mother, then go back for her in the morning. 

He darted down an alley off of Dauphine Street. The cut- 
through dumped him out onto Ursuline, two blocks from 
his home. Up ahead, police lights shattered the darkness. 
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Santos turned. One of the police officers strode toward 
him. Santos could tell by the cop’s exptession-and by the 
way his right hand hovered over his revolver- that he 
meant business. “Somebody ’s dead, ” the old woman had 
said. “Murdered, I think/' 

“Yeah, you.” The cop pointed. * Where do you think 
you're going?” 

“Inside.” Santos swallowed, his mouth so dry it felt as 
if he had been eating dirt. “I live here.” 

“That so?” The cop looked him over. 

“Yeah.” He rubbed his damp palms on his thighs. “My 
mom’s waiting. I’m late, and she’s... she’s probably pretty 
worried.” 

Another officer came up to stand beside the first. He 
looked too young to be wearing a badge, let alone carry a 
gun. He had a face that had never lost all its baby fat; his 
blue eyes were kind. 

“You got a name?” the first one asked. 

Santos moved his gaze from one to the other. “Victor 
Santos.” 

The cops exchanged glances. “Santos?” 

He nodded, his stomach turning. 

“Where’ve you been tonight, Victor?” 

“Hanging out with friends. I. . .1 snuck out while my 
mom was at work. I promised I wouldn’t, but—” Santos 
took another deep breath, feeling as if his world was 
crashing in on him. “Have a heart. I mean, she’s probably 
worried sick.” 

“You got ID, Victor?” 

He shook his head. “No... but my mother can—” 
‘‘How old are you, Victor?” 

“Fifteen.” He swallowed hard, thinking again of his 
mother’s warning about Social Services. He started to 
shake. “Look, don’t blame her. She’s very careful, a re- 



* onvivcw. uui. OiiC gOing tO 

igVjy £ utt I get in there. Please don’t call Social 
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Santos made it past tbe barricade before the officer 
caught him and held him back. Santos fought him; freed 
himself. He reached the stretcher; he tipped away the sheet. 

The cops grabbed him from behind and dragged him 
back. But not before he saw the blood, not before he saw 
the victim’s face, frozen into a twisted mask of death. 

His mother’s face. His mother’s blood. 

A cry of pain sawed through the night, shattering it. His 
cry, Santos realized, clutching his middle. His mother. 

Dead. Murdered. 

His stomach heaved. He doubled over and puked on the 
baby-faced officer’s shiny black shoes . 
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had gone home and what she had thought when he hadn’t 
returned for her. Those wonderings always dissolved into 
his own guilt and shame. His own pain. 

If he had been home, his mother would be alive. 

He knew it, deep down in his gut. It was his fault his 
mother was dead. 

“You okay, Victor?” 

Santos looked up into the kind eyes of the baby-faced 
officer from the other night. Jacobs, his badge said. The 
man had been more than decent to him, he had gone be- 
yond his duty as an officer to try to comfort him. Santos’s 
vision blurred; he tried to speak but couldn’t. 

The cop put his hand on his shoulder. “I’m really sorry, 
Victor. Is there anything I can do for you?” 

Santos fisted his fingers, fighting for control. “Find her 
killer.” 

The man’s face registered regret. “I’m sorry. We’re try- 
ing” 

“Right. Tell me another one.” 

Officer Jacobs ignored his sarcasm. “I know how tough 
this must be for you.” 

“Do you?” Santos asked, helpless anger rising in him. 
“Was your mother brutally murdered? Was her murder all 
but ignored? Treated like nothing but a ... a two-bit, page- 
six news item?” Santos’s voice thickened with grief. “And 
did you know in your heart that you could have prevented 
her death, if only.. .if only you had been home. If only you 
hadn’t been—” 

“Whoa, Victor. Hold it.” Jacobs sat beside him. “What 
do you mean, you could have prevented it?” 

“What do you think I mean?” Santos clenched his hands 
harder, his eyes and throat burning with unshed tears. “If 
I’d been home . . . maybe the guy wouldn’t have done it. 
Maybe my being there would have scared him away. Or, I 
could have fought him. I could have helped her, I know 
I—” 

“You could have gotten killed, too. You probably won*'’ 
have.” The cop looked him straight in the eyes. “Lister 
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“No problem, Detective. ” Santos took a step closer to 
the officer’s desk, feeling like his equal, no longer intimi- 
dated by the man’s size, his position. The feeling was heady, 
empowering. Suddenly, he understood what it was to be a 
man instead of a boy. “But remember this, I don’t know 
how or when, but I’m going to find the bastard who killed 
her, and I’m going to make him pay.” He placed his bands 
on the desk, his gaze still unflinching on the other man’s. 
"And that’s a promise. Detective Patterson.” 
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New Orleans, Louisiana 
1974 

To seven-year-old Glory Alexandra St. Germaine, the 
world was both a magical and frightening place. A place 
filled with everything a girl could want: beautiful dresses 
with lace, ribbons and bows; fine dolls with silky hair that 
she could brush; riding lessons and her own pony; real 
china tea sets for the parties she gave in the gazebo, and 
anything else she might point to and say she desired. 

Her daddy was a part of that world, the most magical 
and wonderful thing of all. When she was with him, she 
was certain nothing ugly or unhappy could touch her. With 
her daddy, she felt safe and so special— like she was the 
most special girl ever. He called her his precious poppet, 
and although she thought the name too babyish for a soon- 
to-be third-grader and complained whenever he called her 
that in front of other people, secretly she liked it. 

Her mother never called her by anything but her given 
names. 

Glory shifted on the hard wooden chair, her bottom 
numb from sitting so long in the comer. Her comer. The 
bad-girl comer. 

Glory sighed and stubbed the toe of her mary jane 
against the gleaming wooden floor, careful not to make a 
scuff. Her mother would inspect the area after releasing 
Glory from her punishment, just to make sure she hadn’t 
been up to mischief during her penance. After all, her time 
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Glory didn’t try to do that. With others, she got her way 
with nothing more than a smile; with others, she won af- 
fection without even trying. 

Glory dropped her feet to the floor, longing to get off her 
chair and run and play. She loved to laugh. She loved to 
sing and dance and skip, her hair flying behind her. Mama 
said showing off that way was wicked, too. She said that 
wanting to be the center of attention was not what the Lord 
expected of His children. 

Glory tried so hard to remember that, but sometimes she 
forgot. Like today. She squeezed her fingers into fists. Why 
couldn’t she remember, the way her mama wanted her to? 

A tear slipped down her cheek, and she brushed it away. 
At least her mother would be up to collect her soon. She 
could see by the gathering shadows that it was getting near 
dinnertime, and her mama’s punishments always ended in 
time for Glory to take part in the evening meal. 

Her stomach growled at the thought of food, and she 
rubbed it, her mouth watering for the toasted cheese sand- 
wiches Cook had prepared for lunch. The sandwiches she 
had missed because of her bad, wicked behavior. 

“Mama,” Glory called. “Please, may 1 come out? I’ll be 
good, I promise.” 

Silence answered her. She bit down on her lip, so hungry 
her tummy hurt. She longed to suck on a finger, but her 
mother had caught her at that once and punished her again. 
Glory wrapped her arms around herself, struggling to deny 
the urge. Unclean, she reminded herself. Sucking on flesh 
was wicked, unclean behavior. 

She heard the key in the lock and turned expectantly. 
Mama?” 3 


‘‘No, precious. It’s Daddy.” 

"W S c h \ flew out of the chair and raced toward 
1^? J th bei fa ? er ’ she dldn>t have to a sk permission to 

g TJ orlnr er - ^ lth l her u father she didn ’t have to apolo- 
S? 2 2 P a , m what she had teamed during her penance 
Her daddy always loved her, no matter what. 




Forbidden Fruit 


73 


Her father squatted in front of her and tipped her ch 
up. “It’s all right, precious. We have plenty of flowers ^ 
the garden. And it’s good to want people to be happy. I told 
your mommy that you can pick as many as you like and 
give them to whomever you like. She just didn t know. His 
mouth tightened. “Do you understand, Glory?’ 

“Yes, Daddy. I understand.” 

And she did, because they had been through this many 
times before. But it was her father who didn’t understand. 

If she did as he said she could, whether it was picking the 
flowers, or running down the church steps after mass, or 
playing hide-and-seek without permission, her mother 
wouldn’t punish her, but she would still look at her in that 
way. The way that made Glory feel ugly and bad. The way 
that made her want to curl up and die for shame. 

Glory shuddered. She couldn’t bear that look from her 
mother, it was worse, much worse, than any amount of 
time in her comer, any amount of physical reproach. 

So, despite her father’s assurances, she wouldn’t pick 
flowers for Mr. Riley or anybody else— until she forgot 
again and acted without thinking first. 

“1 have an idea,” her father said suddenly. “How about 
going to dinner at the hotel tonight? We’ll go to the Re- 
naissance Room 

Glory could hardly believe her ears. Every Sunday after 
mass, for as long as she could remember, her father took 
her down to the French Market for beignets and cafe au 
lait. Just the two of them. Afterward, they went to the St. 
Charles, and he walked her through, explaining every as- 
pect of the workings of the hotel to her, letting her spot- 
check the cafe dining room, pretending not to notice when 
s e sneaked nuts from behind the bar or chocolate mints 
tram the cleaning carts. 

But he had never taken her to the’ Renaissance Room, the 
hotel s five-star restaurant. Her mother said she wasn’t old 

taurant ^ ^ WaS t0 ° '^‘ mannere d for the elegant res- 
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in a strange way, to her, bore his resemblance. she {elt s ^ e 
in the hotel, as if her father’s arms were wrapped protec- 

^SoSt Glory thought that as much as she her 
father loved the St. Charles, her mother ^ted it tou^ 
she had no influence here, no say in how Philip ran the ho- 
tel. On a couple of occasions, Glory had heard her mother 
make a suggestion concerning the hotel, and Philip had re- 
sponded sharply, in a way Glory never heard him speak to 


his wife. 

The valet rushed over and opened her car door. He 
smiled. “Hello, Miss Glory. How are you tonight?” 

She returned his smile, feeling very much like a grown-up 
lady. “Very good, thank you.” 

Her father came around the car and handed the valet his 
keys. “We’ll be a couple hours, Eric.’ ’ Her father took her 
hand. “Ready, poppet?” 

She nodded and they mossed the sidewalk to the hotel’s 
grand, leaded-glass doors. The doorman greeted Glory with 
a wide grin. “Evening, Miss St. Germaine. It’s nice to see 
you again.” 

She returned his greeting, acting as adult as she knew 
how. “Thank you, Edward. It’s nice to see you again, too. 
We’ve come for dinner.” She lowered her voice reverently. 
“We’re going to the Renaissance Room.” 

"Very good.” He opened the door for them. “I hear the 
strawberry sundae is excellent tonight.” He winked at her, 
and she giggled. 


. Her father laced their fingers and together they stepped 
into the St. Charles’s sweeping front lobby. As always, her 
irst moment in the hotel took her breath away. It was so 
^and. Above their heads, a huge chandelier 
sparkled like a thousand diamonds; under their feet, thick 

Si C f l rpe %? 1Shi0ned 63011 ste P’ The brass futures 

Shined soIld woodwork had been waxed to a 
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As sbe knew be would, her father stoppal at .toe front 
desk. The woman behind the counter smiled. Good eve 
ring, Mr. St. Germaine. Miss St. Germaine. 

“Helio, Madeline. How are things tonight/ _ 

“Very good. Quiet, considering occupancy is seventy- 

five percent.” 

“And the dining room?” 

“Brisk tonight, I understand.” _ . , 

“Where’s Marcus?” he asked, referrmg to the mght 

manager. . 

She hesitated a moment. “I think he s in the bar. 

Philip inclined his head. “We’ll be in the dining room. If 
he happens by, send him in.” 

They walked away from the desk, and Glory peeked up 
at her father. “You’re mad at Marcus, aren’t you?’’ 

“Not mad, Glory. Disappointed. He’s not doing his 
job.” 

Glory pursed her lips. “He drinks too much, doesn’t 
he?” 

Her father looked down at her in surprise. “Why do you 
say that?” 

“He was in the bar the last time we were in.” She 
shrugged. “I do know about things, Dad. After all, I’m not 
a little kid anymore.” 

He laughed. “That’s right. Almost eight, already; Al- 
most grown-up.” She frowned at his amusement, and he 
ruffled her hair. “Here we are. After you, poppet.” 

They crossed through the alcove to the maitre d’s stand. 
Philip spoke to the man, waving aside his offer to escort 
them to their table. As they made their way through the 
dining room, Glory watched her father. He swept his gaze 
over the room, and she knew that his dark gaze missed 
nothing, no matter how small or insignificant. He nodded 
at the patrons who caught his eye, stopping and greeting 
many— some of whom he knew, some of whom he intro- 
duced himself to. Of each he inquired as to their satisfac- 
tion, each he wished well and expressed the hope that they 
would return soon. 3 
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the early days of the hotel. Even though Glory had heard 
most of what he said many times before, she never grew 
tired of hearing him tell her again, and urged him to share 
even more details with her. 

It wasn’t until their dinners had been cleared away and 
her dessert and his coffee served, that Glory thought again 
about her mother. She realized she hadn’t seen her since her 
punishment. 

“Where’s Mama tonight?” she asked, licking a drop of 
strawberry sauce from her thumb. 

Philip took a sip of his coffee. “She went to mass.” 

“We went this morning, too.’ ’ Glory looked glumly down 
at her ice-cream sundae. “She must still be angry with me. 
About the flowers and Mr. Riley.” 

His mouth tightened. “That’s all over now, poppet. She 
just made a mistake about those flowers. Remember?” 

Glory looked up at him, then away, her heart hurting. 
“Yes, Daddy.” 

“Your mama loves you very much. She just wants you to 
grow up to be a good person. That’s all.” 

“Yes, Daddy,” she murmured, though she didn’t be- 
lieve it was true. She peeked up at him and knew he didn’t 
believe it, either. She knew, in her heart, that he, too, won- 
dered what was wrong with Glory that her Mama didn’t 
love her. 

That hurt so much, she wanted to die. 

‘‘Poppet? What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing, Daddy,” she said, the words small and sad. 
For a moment, he said nothing, and she silently begged 
for him to ask her the question again, silently wished for 
him to insist she tell him the truth. Instead, in a voice that 
sounded false, he said, “Have you thought about what you 
want for your birthday?” 

<«3 e didtft *°°k U P‘= tke tablecloth swam before her eyes, 
hs still two months away.’ ’ 

Two months isn’t long.” His coffee cup clicked against 
thought” ^ ^ Xt d ° Wn ' " You must have given it: some 
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into trouble that way. They’ve lost either all or part own- 
ership of their hotels. That must never happen to the St. 
Charles. We have kept her strong and in the family by be- 
ing good businessmen, and by being determined to hold on 
to her. The needs of the hotel come first. Always.” 

“1 couldn’t bear for us to lose the St. Charles,” she said 
softly, lifting her face to his. “I love her.” 

“That’s good. Because someday she’ll be yours.” The 
elevator doors slid open, but her father didn’t make a move 
to get out. Instead, he caught her hand and held it tightly. 
“The St. Charles is in your blood, Glory. It’s as much a 
part of you as your mother and I. It’s your heritage.” 

“I know, Daddy.” 

He tightened his fingers more, meeting her eyes, the ex- 
pression in his fierce. “You must never forget, family and 
heritage are everything. Who you are and who you will be. 
Never forget,” he said again. “Family and heritage, no one 
can take them away from you.” 



Glory awakened suddenly but without a start. She didn’t 
open her eyes but even so, she knew her mother stood be- 
side the bed, staring down at her. Glory felt her presence, 
felt her gaze burning into her, marking her like a brand. 

Seconds ticked past, becoming minutes. Glory kept her 
eyes shut tight. She didn’t want to alert her mother to the 
fact that she had awakened, she didn’t want to see her 
mother’s expression. She knew, from countless times be- 
fore, just what that expression would be. And how it would 
make her feel. 

Glory began to sweat under her light blanket; her heart 
thundered so heavily against the wall of her chest, she was 
certain her mother must be able to see its beat. Time seemed 
to stop and hold its breath; her every sense, every nerve 
ending strained, focusing on her mother, waiting and 
wishing for her to go away. 

But her mother didn't go away. Instead, she moved closer 
to the bed. Glory heard the soft scrape of her slippers on 
the floor, felt the mattress move as her mother’s knees 
connected with it. Her mother bent over her, the rhythm of 
her breathing changing, deepening to a sort of pant. 

Fear turned Glory's mouth to ash. What if it wasn’t her 
mother beside the bed? What if it was a stranger gazing 
down at her, or a monster? 

What if it was the devil himself? 

Aery raced to her lips; she held it back— barely. The fear 
squeezed at her. She pictured The Great Red Beast there 
beside her, waiting for her to open her eyes so he could steal 
her soul. 
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Glory curled her fingers tightly into the damp 
shects/the darkness closing in on her, her tmagmaho 
atino vivid, frightening movies m her head. Fmalty, “ 
couldn’t bear the unknown another moment; finally the 
“te Ifl ovemhetoed he,. Terrified, she cracked open her 

^ And wished with all her heart that she had not. 

Her mother stood beside the bed, gazing down at her, her 
face twisted into an ugly mask, her eyes burning with an 
emotion, a light, that made Glory’s skin crawl. 

Glory shuddered, even as tears built behind her eyes. Her 
mother looked at her as if she, Glory, was the monster she 
had feared only moments before. As if she, Glory, was the 
devil. 

Why, Mama? Glory wanted to scream. What about me 
is so ugly? What have I done to cause you to look at me this 
way? 

She swallowed the words, though not without great ef- 
fort. A moment later, without so much as blinking, her 
mother turned and left the room. She snapped the door 
shut behind her, leaving Glory in total darkness once again. 

Glory’s tears came then, hot and bitter. She curled into 
a tight ball, her face pressed into her pillow to muffle the 
sound of her shame, her despair. She cried for a long time, 
until her tears were spent, until all she could manage was a 
dry, broken sound of grief. 

She rolled onto her back, bringing one of her soft, plush 
animals with her. She clutched it to her chest, remember- 
ing the first time she had awakened to find her mother 
above her, looking at her in that yvay, her face almost un- 
recognizable with hate. Glory had been young, so young 
she couldn t recall any other details of the experience. 

She could recall, however, the way she had felt-ugly and 
atraia. And alone, so very alone. 

The way she felt right now. 

tighter t0 her chest - Why did her 
mother look at her that way? What had she done to cause 
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her mother’s face to change into one she barely recog- 
nized? One that was ugly and frightening? 

Why didn’t her mother love her? 

It always came back, to that. Glory thought, tears well- 
ing again, slipping down her cheeks. 

At least her father loved her. 

Glory clasped that truth to her, much as she did her plus! 
toy, denying the little voice that taunted, the one that in- 
sisted he loved her mother more. That didn’t matter, she 
told herself, thinking of their evening at the hotel, of theii 
dinner at the Renaissance Room and the things he had saic 
about family and heritage. 

Glory ran his words through her head, holding on tc 
them, letting them soothe and comfort her. They made hei 
feel less alone, less frightened. She was a part of hei 
mother, a part of her father. She was a part of the St. Ger- 
maine family and of the St. Charles. 

No one could take that away from her. Not her mother’s 
burning gaze, not the darkness of her own fear. 

She wasn t alone. With family, she never would be. 
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reached her other hand as high as she could. She still didn’t 
come close. 

“Darn,” she said again, this time loudly, forgetting 
stealth. 

From behind her came a yawn and the creak of leather. 
Glory gasped and swiveled, nearly toppling the basket and 
herself. Danny Cooper, the housekeeper’s six-year-old 
grandson stared sleepily at her over the top of one of the 
leather wingbacks. 

She glared at him, her heart still racing. “You about 
scared me to death. What are you doing in here?” 

“Staying out of the way.” He yawned again. “Mom had 
to go to the doctor and Grandma said to be good. She’s al- 
ways telling me that when I’m here. I wanted to play, but I 
couldn’t find you.” 

“Mama has a headache this morning. Grand-m&re took 
me out for beignets. ” 

He rested his chin on top of the chair back. “You want 
to go play?” 

Glory tipped her head, studying the six-year-old. She and 
Danny had played together since he was a toddler, and al- 
though he was too young to call her best friend, secretly she 
thought of him that way. 

She hopped off the wastebasket. “I’ve got a better idea. 
Can you keep a secret?” 

“You bet.” He nodded, punctuating his answer. 

“I need you to help me get one of those books.” She 
pointed toward the books on the fourth shelf. 

He lowered his voice to a whisper. “How come?” 

She looked to her left, then to her right. “Grand-mere,” 
she said in an exaggerated whisper, “took me to the art 
museum yesterday. And I saw something that — ” Her 
checks heated, and she shook her head. “Anyway, when I 
asked Grand-m6rc about it, she turned red and said we had 
to go home. And we had just gotten there, too.” 

He lifted his gaze to the shelf of art books. “What you 
saw is in those books?” 
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Her mother advanced on her. “Like Eve, you can't be 
trusted. She took the apple, she tasted. You have The 

Darkness, Glory” , , , . 

Glory pressed herself farther back into the corner. 
“Please, Mama,” she said again, tears running down her 
face. “It wasn’t my fault, it was Danny’s. Please, Mama. 
You’re scaring me.” 

“I will cleanse you of The Darkness, Hope said, her 
voice devoid of emotion, more terrifying for its absence. 
She yanked Glory to her feet, stripped her roughly, then 
dragged her to the tub and forced her into the steaming 
water. 

Glory screamed. Her mother held her down. “This is 
nothing compared to the burn of hell’s fire. Remember 
that, .daughter.” 

Hope bent and rummaged in the basket beside the large, 
marble tub. She drew out a nailbrush. “I will cleanse you,” 
she said again. “If I have to, I will scrub the flesh from your 
bones. You will be clean, daughter.” 

The next minutes were a nightmare. Her mother raked 
the brush over her skin, scrubbing every inch and part of 
her, alternating between whispered prayer and shouted 
rage. Glory recognized biblical passages interspersed with 
words she had never heard before, creating disjointed, 
frightening thoughts she didn’t understand. Her mother 
spoke repeatedly of a bad seed and of sin, of darkness and 
light. She spoke of Glory’s birth, of The Beast and of a 
mission. 

Glory’s skin burned; her most tender places bled. She felt 
hot, then trembled with the cold. Numbness stole over her; 
with it her physical pain lessened. Her sobs became whim- 
pers; her whimpers, silent shudders of despair. 

. finally, when Glory no longer had thestrength to sit up- 
right, her mother drew her from the tub. She dried Glory 
roughly, slipped a plain cotton gown over her head, then led 

knaL° th£ C ° rner ° f her bedroom ' She forced onto her 
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her name, many times. She heard her daddy say divorce; 
she heard her mother laugh in response. 

Glory hid her face in her pillow, guilt overwhelming her 
physical pain. She was to blame for her parents’ fight. If her 
parents divorced, that, too, would be her fault. She was to 
blame for kind Mrs. Cooper being fired. It was her fault 
Danny had cried. 

Her fault, it was all her fault. 

Guilt and fear mixed inside her, leaving a bitter taste in 
her mouth. She had lied to her mother about Danny. She 
had told her mother that it had been Danny’s idea to look 
at the books, Danny’s idea to pull down his pants. 

Glory drew in a strangled breath. She had promised 
Danny that everything would be all right. That they 
wouldn’t get caught. 

But they had. And then she had lied. 

wotddnTh| bad Wicked ’ J ust as her mother said. She 
again amC Danny he never wanted to be her friend 

to be her fnV-^ 1 °if t ! !C household staff no longer wanted 
alone at k" Vf be l he next morning as she sat 

ter s y abls ' The y and went, silently, 

mm tefevl ? d ? w ? cast ' Wh ~" they did happen to 

mea ner eyes, they looked quickly away. 

ing at I mS ar0und her middle, eyes bum- 

and winked* No I! J °. ked w *h her. Usually, they laughed 
knew that she h^d tears chokin g her. They 

Mrs. Coopts ?^ kDew She was to b!ame for 

Now they thought she a " ym0re ' 

frie f ,hcir £ ooc y 

ach hurt. She hueped tf hc u kma p ate ’ and ber stom ‘ 
of the way he had f U f hter and thought of Danny, 
boon her friend He 2 , h „ cr ,he da i' He had 
himself. nev “ ” 0 " ld Bod about her tot 

She had betrayed him. 
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Coooei would bring her a snack when she had missed lunc 
beca^ of one of her mother’s punishments, recalled the 
toes die woman had allowed her a bit of something her 

mother had forbidden. 

Despair pinched at her chest, hurting, making it diffi- 
cult to breathe. She missed Mrs. Cooper. She wanted 
Danny to be her friend again. A tear spilled over and rolled 
down her cheek, another followed. What she had done was 
wrong. Lying had been wrong. She wanted hex mother to 
ask them back. 

Glory heard her mother in the foyer, returning from 
morning mass. Glory brushed the tears from her cheeks. If 
her mother knew the truth, surely she would reconsider. 
Once she understood that none of it had been Danny’s 
fault, she wouldn’t blame poor Mrs. Cooper anymore. 

Glory straightened. Danny had done nothing wrong, 
neither had his grandmother. If she told her mother the 
truth, her mother would ask them to come back. Surely she 
would. Surely she couldn’t punish them for her daughter’s 
sins. 

All Glory had to do was face her mother. And tell her the 
truth. 

Glory began to shake as the image of her mother from 
the day before filled her head. She recalled the punishing 
scrape of the nail brush against her skin, recalled the ac- 

SB°“ s voice as she had p-** 

Her mother might punish her again 
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worked; she would have ,0 live with her mama. How would 
she be able to stand i it . the 0 f her mouth. 

ShSS'SteiSyiodoL.Shehad.o.aUaoher 

m C«^ cWekeued out, she would never see Mrs. 
Cooper or Danny again. 

She had taste in her mouth turning her 

Glory swallowed hard . the ^stet^ ^ heart pQundingi 

stomach. She scooted off h * at the doorwa y to the 

^r^pndthUo^bJhe^- 

%£•££!£ «*■ had aCTp 0f “ and 
read the paper in the garden r ° om - t he doorway, her 
She found her there. Glory hesitated m th y wit h 

heart thundering. Her mother looked higher lacy 

- sunlight spilling over her, softening her, making 

bite blouse glow like angel-garb. . inoIin „ t0 

She looked like an angel, Glory thought, s gg 
ontrol her fear. A dark-haired angel. . 

“Mama?” she said softly, her voice sh; ak mg- 
Her mother looked up, and the celestial 
u ted. Her mother’s eyes had not lost their fe^redhght, 
nouth was set in a tight, unforgiving line. Glory 8 
wreath and took an involuntary step back. _ 

Hope made a sound of impatience. “What is it, u /y . 
Glory clasped her hands in front of her, so tig J 
knuckles popped out white in relief. “May I.. .may spea 


with you, please?” , f 

Her mother hesitated a moment, then nodded and t 
her paper. That done, she met her daughter s eyes o 

more. “You may.” , . i 

“Mama,” she began, her voice quivering, 1 wanieu.- 
needed-” She cleared her throat. “Mama, I lied to you. 

Her mother arched her eyebrows but said nothing. *7 
continued anyway. “1 lied about Danny. It wasn t...nis t 
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j look at the books. It wasn't bis idea to look at . . • It was 


ter mother remained silent One moment became 
everal and Glory swallowed hard, more afraid than she 
lad ever been. Tears flooded Glory’s eyes. “I wanted you 
o know that it was my fault. All of it.” 


“I see” . ... 

Those two words held a world of disapproval and dis- 
appointment, and Glory hung her head. I m sorry, 
Mama. And I’m ashamed.” 

Her mother brought her teacup to her lips and sipped. 
She then returned it to its delicate china saucer and patted 
her mouth with a napkin. “Is that all?” 

“No.” Glory took a step into the room, a measure of her 
fear easing. Her mother was not flying into a rage. Her face 
was not contorting with fury, not transforming into that of 
a person she didn’t know but feared beyond measure. “I 
thought. . .1 hoped that you might ask Mrs. Cooper back.” 

Save for the way Hope tapped one fingernail against the 
teacup handle, she didn’t move. She seemed to not even 
breathe. Finally, she lifted her gaze to look thoughtfully at 
her daughter. “Why should I?” 

“Because.. .because I lied.” Glory pressed a hand to her 
chest. “It wasn’t Danny’s fault. It wasn’t his grandmoth- 
er’s. They shouldn’t be punished for my behavior. Please, 

Mama. I’m sorry and very ashamed. Please ask them 
back.” 


Her mother stood and crossed to the window. For Ions 
moments she gazed out at the bright, hot day, then tumec 
back to her riauohter O CTY) oil cm«1a a. j_1_ l 



. T reasaameaoiyourbehav 

ior, you should be. It’s good that you’re sorry. But how d 
1 know you really are?” 

m * reaiJ y ! ” G1 °ry took several steps toward he 
te - “ Ipromise 1 

“I may,” she said softly. “I just may.” 
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Glory brought her clasped hands to her heart. Her 
mother would ask Mrs. Cooper back. Danny would be her 
friend again. The rest of the staff would Uke her again. 
“Oh, Mama, thank you! Thank you so mu—” 

“I’ll ask her back,” her mother interrupted. “If you can 
prove to me that you can be a good girl, //you can show me 
that you can be the kind of girl the Lord expects you to be.” 

Glory burst into a smile. “I can, Mama! I'll show you! 
Just you wait, I’ll be the best girl ever!” 
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And she would finally be free. 

She stopped before the door marked by the numt 
three. She drew in a shuddering breath, the blood thru) 
ming in her head, the call so loud it reverberated throu 
her like tribal drums. She reached for the knob and t 
metal felt cold against her fevered skin. She twisted ai 
pushed; the door eased open. 

On the bed, naked, the man waited for her. 



13 


Glory did as she promised her mother. Her every waking 
moment she devoted to being the good girl her mother 
wanted her to be. She walked instead of ran, prayed in- 
stead of sang; she neither laughed too much nor too loudly , 
she never complained, talked back or expressed a wish that 
ran counter to her mother’ s . 

The days became weeks. Still, her mother did not ask 
Mrs. Cooper or Danny back. Still, Glory sometimes awak- 
ened in the night to find her mother looking at her in that 
my. 

At first Glory didn’t understand. Then she realized what 
her mother was up to: she planned Mrs. Cooper’s return to 
be a birthday surprise. So Glory waited eagerly for her 
eighth birthday to arrive. She counted the days, then the 
hours. She continued to be the best girl she could be. 

Her birthday finally arrived. That morning, she raced 
down to breakfast, eager to welcome Mrs. Cooper back, 
eager to see her soft smile and kind blue eyes. Eager to ask 
about Danny. 

Instead, she was greeted by grim Mrs. Greta HSlcrest. the 
new housekeeper. 

Disappointment, so bitter she tasted it, welled zz inside 

her. Timing, Glory ran to her bedroom and locked herself 
inside. 

She threw herself on the bed and cried, cried until she 
had no more tears. She had been so certain her modrisr 
planned to surprise her; she bad worked so hard to 
that surprise. 

Aok’ she knew the truth. 
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Her mother would never rehire Mrs. Cooper. Because no 
matter how hard Glory tried, no matter how much she 
wanted it, she would never be a good enough girl for her 
mother. She would never be able to make her happy or 
proud, she would never be the daughter her mother longed 
for. 


Glory hugged herself hard. She didn’t understand what 
she had done, she didn’t know why she always fell short. 
But she did fall short. And she always would. 

Her mother had known that. All along, Glory realized, 
suddenly angry. Even as she had been making the deal, she 
had known Glory wouldn’t please her. She’d never had any 
intention of rehiring Mrs. Cooper. 

Anger took Glory’s breath. Her mother had lied. She had 
tried to trick Glory. All along, she had known that her 
daughter would never be a good enough girl to please her. 

The anger built inside Glory; it stole her tears, her hurt 
and disappointment. And it brought her, oddly, a measure 
of peace. 


Much later. Glory gazed at her birthday cake, at the eight 
tv candles. Around her, the last chorus of “Happy 
Birthday” ended and the assembled group burst into ap- 
plause For as long as she could remember, every birthday 
love her W1Shed f ° f the same thing— that her mother would 


Not this year, Glory decided defiantly, chest aching with 
r unshed tears. She would never again waste one of her 
wishes on her mother. 

Taking a deep breath, Glory blew out her candles. 
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He’d had it. Santos dug his duffel bag off the top shelf of 
the bedroom closet. He had taken all the paid-for caring, 
all the phony concern he was going to. He was out of here. 

And this time the state wouldn’t find him. This time they 
wouldn’t be able to drag him back; they wouldn’t be able 
to force him into another foster home. 

In the year and a quarter since his mother’s murder, the 
state had provided him with four foster families. Each 
family had been a learning experience. The first had taught 
him not to think— even for a minute— of them as a real 
family, as his family. He was nothing more than a job for 
them, a crusade, an income-earning cause. 

The second family had taught him not to cry— no mat- 
ter what was said or done to him, no matter how much he 
hurt. They taught him that his pain was a private thing, 
something that mattered only to him. He learned quickly 
that when he exposed his true feelings, he opened himself 
to ridicule. 

The third family had taught him to expect nothing from 
other people, not even basic human decency. He had 
learned nothing from this, his fourth family, because he 
had no spot left that was vulnerable to such a lesson. He 
had no hopes, no illusions, no small, secret wishes of love 
from them. He had closed himself off from his foster fam- 
ily and everyone else, as well. 
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Carefully, almost reverently, Santos trailed tie eamngs 
across his palm. Inexpensive, more than a little gaudy, his 
mother had loved these earrings. “Austrian crystal,” he 
could hear her telling him the day she had bought then. He 
remembered her laughing as she dipped them on. They had 
almost brushed her shoulders, they were so long. She’d 
called them shoulder dusters. With his mind’s eye, he could 
see her wearing them, see how they caught the light when 
she moved, sparkling like colored diamonds. 

The memory was at once sweet and painful, and he laid 
the earrings back onto their bed of cotton, then tucked the 
box with the rest of his things into his duffel. He began to 
zip the bag, then thinking better of it, retrieved the box and 
slipped it into one of the front pockets of his jeans. The 
earrings would be safer there. 

His mother had had nothing of monetary value, but these 
earrings meant more to him than a thousand real dia- 
monds. He couldn’t bear to lose them. 

He finished zipping his bag, then took one last glance 
around the room that had never felt like his. He had no re- 
grets, he thought. Not about leaving this family without a 
goodbye, not about sneaking out in the middle of the night 
or about the twenty dollars he had borrowed from the cof- 
fee can in the pantry. This family would not be sorry he had 
gone, and as for the money, he would return it when he 
could. 

Santos crossed to the window and carefully slid it open. 
After checking below, he tossed out his bag, then headed 
out into the night. 

Thirty minutes later, Santos climbed into the front pas- 
senger seat of an almost-new Chevy van. “Thanks, man,” 
he said to the driver who had picked him up. He rubbed his 
hands together in front of the heater vent. “I was afraid I 
was going to freeze before I got a lift.” 

t0 help ” The S u y smi led and held out a hand. 

I m Rick.” 
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“No problem.” Rick flashed him a smile. “You look 
wasted. If you need to crash, have at it. I promise I won’t 
fall asleep at the wheel.” 

Santos glanced at the guy, finding something about him 
disturbing Something about the man affected him like 
fingernails on a chalkboard. “Thanks, but I’m okay.” 

Rick shrugged. “Suit yourself. We’ve got a couple-hour 
trip ahead of us.” He flipped on the radio, playing with the 
dial until he found a station he liked. Suddenly, the Roll- 
ing Stones’ classic ‘ ‘Satisfaction’ ’ filled the quiet. 

Santos leaned back in his seat and gazed out the win- 
dow, watching the traffic, scarce though it was this time of 
night, gazing at the eerily dark buildings they passed. 

Seconds became minutes as the van ate up the interstate. 
Relaxation crept up on him; his limbs and head grew heavy, 
his head lolled back against the seat. It felt as if his mus- 
cles were loosening for the first time in a year. It felt good. 

Santos drew in a deep, even breath, lulled by the rhythm 
of the van and the highway. This time they wouldn’t find 
him, he thought sleepily. This time they wouldn’t be able to 
drag him back. And when he was older, he promised si- 
lently, when he was safe from their reach, he would come 
back and find his mother’s killer. 


Santos awakened with a start. As he often did, he had 
been dreaming of his mother. And of Tina. He rubbed a 
hand across his forehead, and found that he was sweating. 
In the dream, both women had been crying out for his help. 
He had tried to reach them in time, but he had been too 
late. Both had slipped through his fingers, falling into a 
great, dark chasm he had known was death. 

The van hit a rut or pothole and lurched sideways, and 
Santos came fully awake. He blinked and looked around 
disoriented and confused. 

“Welcome back, man.” 

Santos smiled, embarrassed. “Sony about that. I had no 
~ dozm § off ” He caught a yawn. “How long 

Not long. Thirty minutes.” 
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It felt longer, Santos thought, rolling his cramped 
shoulders and neck. A lot longer. He ached as if he had 
been sleeping bard for a long time. 

He glanced out the window. They appeared to be on a 
deserted country road. He frowned, a prickle of unease 
moving up his spine. Something about this ride felt wrong. 

He shook his head, hoping to clear the sleep from his 
brain. “Where are we?” 

“On River Road. Near Vacherie.” 

“River Road,” Santos repeated. He had studied the map, 
had planned his route. Baton Rouge was a straight shot 
from New Orleans— Interstate 10 west all the way. 

Why were they on River Road? 

As if reading his thoughts, Rick said, “A chemical truck 
overturned on the spillway. They’ve got the whole damn 
bridge closed down. 1 figured we could take River Road 
clear to Baton Rouge.” 

Santos struggled to recall if River Road went to Baton 
Rouge. He couldn’t even picture it on the map. 

“Ever visited any of the old plantation homes, Victor?” 
Santos shook his head, and Rick continued, “They’re lo- 
cated all along River Road, and they're really something. 
Back then, they needed the river for everything, their sup- 
plies, to ship out their crops, for travel. You should go see 
one someday.” 

Santos rubbed his forehead. How could he have fallen 
asleep? he berated himself. How could he have been so 
stupid? So trusting and naive? “Won’t River Road take us 
a lot longer?” 

“Not longer than sitting in traffic, waiting for a chemi- 
cal spill to be cleared away. I don’t know about you, but I 
don t want to chance breathing in any of that shit.” 

“Good thinking,” Santos murmured, willing away his 
unease. Rick was an okay guy, he told himself. Taking 
River Road sounded like a sensible idea. 

Then why couldn’t he shake the feeling that something 
was wrong? 
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grandmother’s not ready sick, is she? There’s no one wait- 
ing for you. No one in the world.” 
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People weren't always what they appeared to be. 

The last year had taught him that lesson. Big time. San- 
tos worked to look totally surprised— even a little indig- 
nant— at Rick’s comment. “Of course, my grandmother’s 
sick. She’s very sick. And she’s waiting for me.” He shook, 
his head. “Why did you say that?” 

“Look,” Rick said, handling the van effortlessly » haxY^ 
looking at the winding road, “I’ve been around. A. 
you, your age, out alone this time of night. It does* 1 
up. You’re on vour own, aren’ t you?’ ’ 
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a nor t nf Santos wanted to capitulate, to come clean and 
P p.-ir’c helo The guy’s offer sounded so sincere, so 
—So But antdreVpaS; the cautious part, the part tot 
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a^b" Or a trick. People didn’t help other 

^‘ P I beUt S » Santos met Rick’s eyes evenly. ‘‘But 
I wouldn’t know about that. I’m not on my own. And my 
grandmother is waiting for me in Baton Rouge. She s ex 

^Sidtyourself.’ ’ Rick shrugged and grinned. 

Something about the curving of the man s hps was coK 
Coltond cunning. Santos hid his shudder of distaste. I 

will. But thanks, anyway.” rtft wnad 

Rick slowed the van, then pulled to the side of the 

“I have to take a leak.” , 

Santos nodded and turned toward his window and to 
dark hump of the levee beyond. He beard Rick . 

seat belt, then from the corners of his eyes saw him 


under the seat. 

Get the hell out now. , 

The warning shot through Santos head, and he reactea 
without hesitation. He grabbed the door handle an 
yanked; at the same moment, Rick lunged, knocking 
sideways. Santos’s shoulder slammed into the door, ana 1 
cracked open. Light flooded the interior. 

Something clattered to the floor. Santos swung aro^d 
with his fist, catching Rick in the side of the face. With a 
grunt of surprise, the man fell backward. It was then t a 
Santos saw the length of yellow nylon rope on the floor 
between the seats, saw the knife, its blade glinting coldly. 

His mother’s image, battered and bloodied, filled his 
head. For one unholy second, panic stole his ability to 
think, to act. In tot second, Rick recovered from the blow 
and reached for the rope. With a cry of fear, Santos lunged 
for the door. It flew the rest of the way open and the cold 
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night air stung his cheeks and the smell of the Rivet rushed 
over bis senses. 

He was almost out. . ,, 

Rick caught his foot, his fingers dosing over his ankle 
like a vise, dragging him back. Santos felt the bite of a rope 

as Rick tightened it around his ankle. . 

Santos looked back at his attacker, nearly hysterical with 
fear. He couldn’t think. His heart was pounding so wildly, 
beating so heavily, he could hardly breathe. His thoughts, 
lightning fast, raced from one thing to another, one image 
to another. His mother, her murder, her beautiful face fro- 
zen into a terrible death mask. 

As if understanding— and enjoying — Santos’s fear, the 
man smiled. “We can do this easy, Victor. Or we can do it 
hard. And easy is always a lot nicer.” He grabbed Santos’s 
other ankle. “Now why don’t you be a good boy for your 
uncle Rick and cooperate.” 

He would not die this way. He would not allow his 
mother's death to go unavenged. 

With a cry of rage and fear, a cry primordial in its inten- 
sity, Santos wrenched his foot away, drew back and struck 
out at the other man. His foot connected with Rick’s jaw, 
and the man’s head snapped backward at the blow. 

Rick released his grip, and Santos dived out of the van. 
He tumbled onto the muddy shoulder, then scrambled to 
his feet, slipping in the mud, falling to his knees. He tried 
again, half crawling, finally making it to his feet. 

Heart thundering, he looked around frantically. His la- 
bored breathing sent puffs of condensation into the air. The 
car was flanked on one side by the levee and the Missis- 

SaywoodS° nd , ° n the ° ther Side by fenCed property > 

The driver’ s-side door flew open; Rick leaped out. 
Without pausing for thought, Santos ran, dartinginto the 

aiSiw SUced thr0Ush the ni § ht - A whipped 
around the curve, moving too fast to stop, too fast for him 
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A part of Santos wanted to capitulate, to come clean and 
accept Rick's help. The guy’s offer sounded so sincere, so 
inviting. But another part, the cautious part, the part that 
had learned more about people and their real motives than 
he had ever wanted to, didn’t believe the man’s offer was 
anything but a lie. Or a trick. People didn’t help other 
people for no reason. 

“I bet it is tough.” Santos met Rick’s eyes evenly. “But 
I wouldn’t know about that. I’m not on my own. And my 
grandmother is waiting for me in Baton Rouge. She’s ex- 
pecting me.” 

“Suit yourself.” Rick shrugged and grinned. 

Something about the curving of the man’s lips was cold. 
Hold and cunning. Santos hid his shudder of distaste. “I 
will. But thanks, anyway.” 

Rick slowed the van, then pulled to the side of the road. 
T have to take a leak.” 

Santos nodded and turned toward his window and the 
dark hump of the levee beyond. He heard Rick unfasten his 
real belt, then from the comets of his eyes saw him reach 
under the seat. 

Get the hell out now. 

The warning shot through Santos head, and he reacted 
without hesitation. He grabbed the door handle and 
yanked; at the same moment, Rick lunged, knocking him 
sideways. Santos’s shoulder slammed into the door, and it 
:racked open. Light flooded the interior. 

Something clattered to the floor. Santos swung around 
with his fist, catching Rick in the side of the face. With a 
i>runt of surprise, the man fell backward. It was then that 
Santos saw the length of yellow nylon rope on the flooi 
between the seats, saw the knife, its blade glinting coldly. 

His mother’s image, battered and bloodied, filled hh 
head. For one unholy second, panic stole his ability tc 
think, to act. In that second, Rick recovered from the blow 
and reached for the rope. With a cry of fear, Santos lunged 
for the door. It flew the rest of the way open and the cole 
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and the man’s head snapped backward at the blow 
Rick released his grip, and Santos dived out of the van. 
He tumbled onto the muddy shoulder, then scrambled to 
his feet, slipping in the mud, falling to his knees. He tried 

again, half crawling, finally making it to his feet. 

Heart thundering, he looked around frantically. His la- 
bored breathing sent puffs of condensation into the air. The 
car was flanked on one side by the levee and the Missis- 
sippi River beyond, on the other side by fenced property, 


heavily wooded. 

The driver 1 s-side door flew open; Rick leaped out. 
Without pausing for thought, Santos ran, darting into the 
road. 

Headlights sliced through the night. A car whipped 
around the curve, moving too fast to stop, too fast for him 
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Lily watched in horror as he struggled into a sitting po- 
sition, his face twisting into that awful grimace of pain as 
he did. “But, you’re not fine,” she said holding out a hand 
to stop him. “Son, you could be really hur— ” 

“I’m not your son.” 

Though little more than a hoarse whisper, she heard the 
defiance and bitterness in his voice. His tone and words told 
her much about him, things he would not want her to 
know. 

Even as her heart went out to him, she understood that 
with a boy like him, the last thing she could afford to be was 
a pushover. “You’re hurt,” she said firmly, brooking no 
argument. “I don’t know how badly. If you can help me get 
you to my car, I’ll take you to the hospital. If you can’t, I 
have to call 911.” 

Fear shot into his eyes. He grabbed her hand. “Don’t call 
anyone,” he managed to say weakly. “I’m fine. I am.” As 
if to prove his words, he started to stand. 

And ended up on his knees, doubled over. 

Lily’s worry became panic, but she quickly got a grip on 
it. “You can be as pigheaded as you like, I can’t leave you 
here. And I won’t. When I hit you, you became my re- 
sponsibility.” 

He looked into her eyes. The desperation in them told her 
everything. “No... Forget about it. Please,” he said again, 
when he had caught his breath. “I’m fine. Just prom- 
ise ... you won’t call . . . anyone.” 

Lily clasped her hands together, tom. The boy was in 
some sort of trouble, that was obvious. Running from 
someone or something. Maybe the law, though she doubted 

it. He had the look of the hunted, of the outcast. Not of the 
criminal. 


And he was hurt. He could have internal injuries or a 
concussion. He was slurring his words slightly; he couldn’t 
even stand, he was so hurt or dizzy. 

So, how could she do as he asked? 

She couldn’t. 
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Lily came to a decision. She knew someone she coul 
call, an old friend who wouldn’t ask any questions. But si 
wouldn’t share that bit of information just yet. 

“You have nothing to fear from me,” she said softl] 
“And I won’t call anyone ... if you come with me.” Whe 
he started to protest, she cut him off. “I can’t just leav 
you. I won’t. So those are your choices. Come with me, c 
I call the cops. 1 don’t think you have the strength to crav 
far enough or fast enough to elude them. If you think I’i 
wrong, go ahead and give it a try.’ ’ 

She took his silence for acquiescence. “I'm glad we’re i 
agreement about this. Now, I’m going to try to get you t 
your feet, then to my car. You’re going to have to help m< 
because I’m too old and too weak to carry you.” 

She did as she said, and in moments he was on his feel 
though unsteadily. “Like I said before, I live right aero; 
the street. I’m going to make sure you’re okay. You’ll b 
safe with me until you feel strong enough to continue o 
your way.” 

He hesitated, as if considering fighting her, then noc 
ded. They started for her car. With each step, he leane 
more heavily on her for support, though she sensed h 
hated it. 

It took several minutes, but finally they reached the v< 
hide. She helped him into the front passenger seat, the 
went around to the driver’s side, climbed in and started th 
car. She drove the two hundred or so feet to her Ion 
driveway, and turned in. Only then did she dare peek at he 
young, unwilling companion. 

He kept his gaze trained straight ahead; he held himsel 
tautly, as if on guard, ready to spring from the vehicle at 
second’s notice. He had drawn his mouth into a tight line 
and Lily sensed that it took every ounce of his strength t 
keep from slumping over in his seat. 

Poor boy, she thought, understanding him more than b 
would ever have believed if she told him. She understoo 
him because she knew what it was to be an outcast, to nc 
belong. To be alone. 
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Gloiy had emerged fiom the hotel, and for one perfect 
moment, as the sun spilled over their facra, J 
drowned herself in the joy of just looking at them- 
Lily sucked in a sharp breath, the pain of wanting 
great, she thought it would consume her. It ate at her day 
and night, until she felt stripped of everything but hope- 
lessness. , ^ , » 

She flexed her fingers. All she had ever wanted was for 

her daughter to have a good life, a clean life untainted by 
her mother’s sin. Hope had that now. And Lily under- 
stood why her daughter wanted nothing to do with her, why 
she had become so upset the one time Lily had approached 
her to beg for another chance; she understood why Hope 
feared association with her. After all, she had lived her life 
as outcast and leper. 

Lily understood, too, why Hope didn’t want Glory to 
know her grandmother, why she was ashamed for Glory to 
know who— and what— her ancestors were. 

Lily was ashamed, too. She despised herself for her past 
actions. 
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But understanding didn’t lessen the ache inside her. Un- 
til the day she died, she would yearn for what she could 
never have, she would grieve for what she had lost. And 
just as she would spend her last years living alone, she 
would die alone. 

Lily drew the car to a stop at the end of her driveway 
“We’re here,” she said unnecessarily. “I’ll come around fo: 
you.” 

“1 can make it on my own.” 

“Fine.” She went around the car, anyway. He glared a 
her but said nothing. 

Stubborn, she thought as she watched him grimace witl 
each step. Prideful and pigheaded. But even as those de 
scriptions moved through her head, she acknowledged ad 
miration for the strength of will it took him to stand on hi 
own, to refuse her help though he was hurt and no doub 
frightened. 

She had known others like him, had helped others life 
him. Kids who had no one to depend on but themselves 
Kids who had been hurt and let down again and again. Thi 
boy hadn’t had anyone in his corner for a long time. Shi 
didn’t blame him his defiance; he had probably earned it. 

They entered the house through the side entrance— thi 
servants’ entrance that led into the kitchen. She flipped 01 
the overhead light. And saw that he was bleeding. His pan 
leg was wet with it, the blood creating a dark, ugly stain 01 
the thigh of his jeans. 

She made a soft sound of dismay. “Sit here,” she in 
structed, easing him onto one of the chairs set up aroum 
the old, oak table. “I’ll get some bandages.” 

He caught her hand. “You promised you wouldn’t cal 
anyone.” 

She met bis eyes, a modicum of guilt easing through het 
Misplaced guilt, she told herself. Her first consideratioi 
had to be his physical well-being. “I know what I prom 
ised. I’ll be right back.” 

Minutes later she returned with antiseptic, bandages am 
a bath towel. She filled a bowl with warm, soapy water am 



Forbidden Fruit 

got a washcloth. “You’ll have to take off yourpants- 1 
don’t think I’ll be able to get to the cut if you don t 
He flushed. “Lady, I am not takmgoff my pante. 

She bit back a smile at his embarrassment. It didn t lit tus 
tough-guy image. “I’ve seen the male of the species with- 
out their pants many times. You have nothing t0 £ ^ r .J r °® 
an old woman like me.” She held out a towel. If it will 

make you feel more comfortable.” , 

He snatched it from her hand, and fighting a smile, she 
turned her back to give him a little privacy. 

“Okay.” 

She turned back to him. He had returned to the chair, the 
towel wrapped snugly around his middle. He scowled at 
her, and she scooped up his jeans. ‘Til just throw these in 
le washer. Don’t go anywhere.” 

Minutes later, his jeans safely in the washer, she re- 
amed to the kitchen. He scowled at her again. “You don’t 
lave to look so fierce, I promise I’ll give you your pants 
lack,” she said. 

Lily knelt in front of him and gently probed his wound, 

diftvprl fn rpp. that althnnoh Inna it vunin’t tnn r)ppr\ 5hp 



Sorry. 


‘I’ll just bet you are.” He stiffened and gritted his teeth 
as she moved the cloth over the gash. 

“A friend of mine is a retired doctor—” 

“No.” 

“He lives close by,” she continued, unperturbed. “If I 
were to tell him you’re my nephew, he would accept that 

He and I share many secrets. In fact, I would trust him with 
my life.” 

“It’s not your life you would be trusting him with.” 

You could have internal injuries. You could have a 
concussion, or need stitches.” 

‘‘ I . do , n ’ t need stitches.” He winced. “Besides, vou 
promised you wouldn’t call anyone.” 

I know. And I’m sorry about that. But, I would rather 

‘5? haVe y0U die ” She lifted her gai to 
“is- You re much too young to die.” 6 
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Panic raced into his eyes. “What are you saying?” 

“My name’s Lily Pierron. You may call me Miss Lily. 
Or, for the next few' minutes, Aunt Lily.” 

“I won’t be around long enough to call you anything.” 
He started to stand, making a sound of pain as he put his 
weight on his right leg. He swore and sat back down. The 
front bell pealed, announcing the doctor’s arrival. 

“Don’t answer that.” He caught her hand. “Please... 
Lily.” 

She squeezed his fingers, then stood. “I’m really sorry. 
But, you’ll thank me for this, I promise you.” 

He swore again. “And we both know how much your 
promises are worth, don’t we?” 

She ignored both his sarcasm and the way it made her 
feel. “I need to know your name.” 

He folded his arms across his chest and glared at her. 
“Go to hell.” 

The bell pealed again. “You must have a name. And if 
we’re to pull this off, I have to call you something. I don’t 
think go to hell is going to cut it.” 

“Todd,” he said gruffly, not meeting her eyes. “Todd 
Smith.” 

She nodded. “I’ll be back, Todd Smith. I hope you’re 
smart enough to still be here.” 
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A _ soon as Lily left the kitchen, Santos stood. He looked 
down at himself! “Dammit.” The old lady had thoroughly 
outsmarted him. How far could he get not only injured, but 

W “Dammi?” he said again, picturing hmaself limping 
down River Road wrapped in a bath towel. He had to tru 
her. Right. He’d trusted plenty in the last year and a quar- 
ter, starting with those bumbling, good-for-nothing homi- 
cide detectives. So much for trust. 

Heart pounding, Santos sat back down and waited, a 
feeling of doom settling over him like a dark cloud. He 
closed his eyes, certain that in one minute a police omcer 
would walk through the door and haul his butt back to New 

Orleans. , 

She wasn’t going to do that to him, Santos thought sud- 
denly and with certainty. This Lily talked tough, but she 
had kind eyes. Something about her made him trust her 
instinctively. 

He called himself a fool. Whether he could trust her or 


not, he was trapped. 

She hadn’t lied. A moment later his Aunt Lily escorted 
an elderly man into the kitchen. Instead of a badge and a 
gun, he was carrying a black medical bag. 

And true to her promise, the doctor played along with 
their story about Todd being her nephew; he asked few 
questions about how he’d received his injuries or about 
anything else. 

Twenty minutes later, the doctor pronounced that San- 
tos would live. “You’ll have some nasty bruises in the 
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morning. A lot of soreness.” He snapped his bag shut. 
“But, you’ll be all right.” 

He advised Lily to watch her “nephew” closely for six 
hours, to wake him every two hours if he slept and to call 
if anything about his condition changed. 

She had said that she and the old doctor shared many 
secrets. What secrets? Santos wondered, watching as Lily 
Pierron walked the doctor to the door. She slipped her arm 
through the old doctor’s and their shoulders brushed as 
they walked, suggesting a familiarity beyond that of 
neighbors or old friends. 

A moment later, she returned to the kitchen, her expres- 
sion all business. “Would you prefer the couch in the par- 
lor or one of the bedrooms upstairs?” 

He studied her a moment. “The couch.” 

“Fine. Do you need assistance walking, or—” 

“I can make it on my own.” 

“Of course, you can.” 

Without another word, she went on ahead. He scowled 
it her back as he limped behind her. When he reached the 
parlor, she was waiting for him, hands folded primly in 
front of her. 

He frowned at her. “If you’re waiting for me to apolo- 
gize, you're going to have a long wait.” 

“Did 1 ask for an apology? After all. I’m the one who hit 
you.” She motioned toward the couch, already made up for 
him. ”1 hope this will be all right.” 

He shot her an annoyed glance. “If you had already 
planned for me to sleep on the couch, why did you ask 
which I would prefer?” 

I didn’t plan for you to sleep here, I simply knew it was 
where you would choose to sleep. I gave you a choice, any- 
way.” 

“Really?” he said, drawing out the word with obvious 
disbelief. Like everyone else he had come into contact with 
in the last year and a half, Lily Pierron was full of shit. 

And how did you know I would choose the couch?” 

Because it s closer to the front door. Of course.” 
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Irritated that she was right, he glared at her. “So what’s 
the story with you and the old geezer? He your boy- 
friend?” 

“Smith,” she countered, softly but evenly, “That’s a 
rather common name, isn’t it?” 

He cocked up his chin. “You don’t believe me?” 

“I didn’t say that, now, did I?” 

“You didn’t have to.” He moved his gaze over the large, 
opulently furnished room. “It’s kind of gaudy, isn’t it?” 

“It served its purpose.” She started for the door. “I’ve 
left an extra blanket, in case you get cold. I’ll be checking 
on you every two hours, so don’t be frightened if you 
awaken to find me in the room.” 

Santos muttered an oath. He couldn’t ruffle her. If there 
was one thing he had learned to do well during his tenure 
in the foster-care system, it was how to ruffle feathers and 
upset applecarts. At times he bad felt it was the only way he 
had of fighting back, of exerting his independence and need 
to be left alone. 

And now, more than anything, he wanted to fluster this 
woman. He looked the room over again, this time with de- 
liberate slowness. He brought his gaze back to hers, then 
smiled thinly. “Do you live alone, Lily?” 

She looked him straight in the eye. “Yes, Todd, I do.” 

He had expected her to lie. He had expected to see fear 
or distrust race into her eyes. He had seen neither. She had 
been honest. He looked away, denying the grudging re- 
spect he felt for her. 

“Why do you want to know, Todd? Are you going to 
murder me in my sleep? Or just rob me?” 

“That’s for me to know and you to find out.” 

She laughed then, the sound a haunting combination of 
amusement and despair. “Things are nothing, Todd. They 
mean nothing. And if you murder me, well, I really have 
nothing to live for, anyway.” 

Without waiting for him to comment, she went to the 
parlor’s double doors, stopping and turning back to him 
when she reached them. “Let’s strike a bargain, Todd 
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Smith. I don’t expect anything from you, you don’t expect 
anything from me. You don’t ask me any questions, I won’t 
ask you any. And if Todd Smith isn’t your real name, I 
don’t really care.” 

Santos awakened to the succulent smell of bacon cook- 
ing. He opened his eyes and the events of the night before 
came rushing back-hitching a ride; being attacked; run- 
ning, only to be pinned in the headlights of an oncoming 
car; being struck, then the sensation of flying. 

Fear clutched at him as, for one awful moment, he al- 
lowed himself to consider what could have happened. If 
Lily Pierron hadn’t come along, or if she had been going 
faster and had struck him harder. If she had called the cops. 
Santos shuddered. If he hadn’t escaped the van and its 
driver’s rope and knife. 

He shook his head to clear it, fighting off the fear, will- 
ing his heart to slow. Today, tomorrow and every day after 
that he would have to take care of himself, he would have 
to fight to survive. He couldn’t afford to dwell on the past 
and on what could have happened. He had to focus on his 
future. And for now, he was safe; he was free. 

Santos drew himself into a sitting position and groaned. 
As the doctor had predicted, he was sore as hell. Each time 
he moved, another muscle group screamed in protest. His 
head and thigh throbbed. He felt as if he had been hit by a 
Mack truck instead of a twenty -five-year-old Mercedes se- 
dan. 

Santos swung his legs over the side of the couch. She bad 
laundered his blue jeans. They were laid neatly over the 
back of the couch, along with a worn chambray work shirt. 
On top of them both sat a small, white box and a couple of 
rumpled bills. 

His duffel. He’d left it in the van. 

Santos moaned and dropped his head into his hands. He 
hadn’t even thought of his bag until now. Most of his 
money and all of his clothes had been in it. Now he had 
nothing. 
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Except for six dollars, a five and a one . 

And his mother's earrings. Thank God, he hadn’t lost 
the earrings. 

Santos stood and dressed as quickly as his aching mus- 
cles would allow. He limped into the kitchen, the smell of 
bacon causing his stomach to rumble. As his mouth began 
to water, he realized how long it had been since he’d eaten. 

Miss Lily stood in front of a great, old-fashioned stove, 
turning bacon in a black iron skillet. She looked over her 
shoulder at him and smiled. “I see you’re still here.” 

Last night, he hadn’t thought much about the way she 
looked. He had noticed her eyes and her approximate age, 
but little else. This morning, in the sunlight, he wondered 
how he couldn’t have. She was a striking-looking woman. 
Once upon a time, she must have been an incredible beauty. 

Santos folded his arms across his chest. “And you’re still 
alive. The family silver’s still in place.” 

She laughed and shook her head. “I knew you weren’t 
going to kill me.” 

“Yeah?” He moved farther into the kitchen. “And how 
did you know that?” 

She shrugged. “Experience, I guess. It’s given me a sense 
about people. Grab a plate, everything’s ready.” 

He shifted his gaze to the pile of bacon draining on pa- 
per towels, and his stomach growled once more. 

She followed his gaze. “I had a feeling you would be 
hungry. We’re having biscuits and gravy, too. And I warn 
you, my gravy is pretty special.” 

Santos glared at her, pride warring with hunger. “You 
don’t have to feed me.” 

“No?” She took a pan of biscuits, big and golden brown, 
from the oven and set them on the stove top. “I rather think 
I do owe you something. After all, I did bit you with m\ 
car." 

Santos thought of the state. One of the social worker; 
nad told him the state owed him a family, since he had m 
one else. His second foster mother had told him he owe< 
ner and her husband because they’d taken him in. He didn’ 
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want to be owed anything. And he didn’t want to owe any- 
one else. He told her so. 

Lily stirred the pot of gravy. “Well, then,” she said 
thoughtfully, “you can pay me for the meal.” 

“Pay you?" he repeated, thinking of the few dollars he 
had to his name. “For the meal?” 

“Of course, 1 don’t expect you to.” She wiped her hands 
on her apron. “But, if you really don’t want to owe me for 
the meal . . . pay me for it.” 

Santos set his jaw, frustrated. “How much?” 

She lifted a shoulder. “I don’t know, a few dollars. What 
does a home-cooked breakfast go for these days?” 

He said nothing, and she turned back to the stove. “Or, 
you could work it off. There ate some things I need done 
around here. Repairs to the garage. Ripped screens. Stuff 
like that. My regular man up and died on me. He'd been 
working for me (or forty years.” 

She split a biscuit, covered it with the white gravy, then 
added a heap of bacon to the plate. She turned and held it 
^ ~ v'You decide what the meal’s worth. And if you want 
V3 few days, get your strength back, I’ll pay you a 
seething on top ot room and board.” 

gazed at the loaded plate, his mouth watering. He. 
to stay. He hated the idea of feeling beholden— to this 
’ > . or anyone else. But the truth was, he had no money, 
; • clothes and nowhere he was expected to be. Lily Pter- 
ion's offer was a godsend. And he hated that, too. 

He stiffened his spine and reached for the plate, “A 
couple days. Then I’m out of here.” 
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eating him with sympathy and understanding that ran 
false. 

What was she after? 

Santos tipped his face to the purpling sky. He sensed in 
lily a deep need for love and companionship, a loneliness 
so sharp he could almost feel it. And despite the great di- 
versities between them, he sensed that she understood him. 
Understood him in a way no one had in a long time. And 
as much as he hated to admit it, he liked her. 

Understood him? Liked her? He scowled at his own 
thoughts. He was being ridiculous. Softheaded and too 
trusting. The fact was, Lily Pierron was just as he had first 
thought her to be— no different from anybody else, just 
working her angle, whatever it was. He would be a fool to 
forget that. 

Santos looked down at the piece of shell in his hand, then 
flung it as far from him as he could. He didn’t like or trust 
her. He hated that he needed her handout and despised 
himself for having accepted it for so long. 

The time had come for him to go. 

Lily stepped out onto the gallery behind him. She moved 
quietly, as was her way. He’d become accustomed to her 
stillness, her way of appearing as if out of nowhere. She 
was the most self-contained person he had ever known. She 
seemed to know who and what she was, and although he 
wouldn’t say that she was at peace with herself, he sensed 
that neither was she at war with herself. She was resigned 
to her life. 

A lump formed in his throat, and he swallowed past it. 
Her life was her own damn business. Let her be resigned to 
it; he had nothing to do with it. 

Lily crossed to him. “It’s a pretty evening,” she mur- 
mured, gazing toward the levee and river beyond. “I’ve al- 
ways loved this time of day. The color and smells. The 
hushed quality.” 

Santos fisted his fingers, wishing she would go away and 
leave him alone. Wishing that, deep in his gut, he didn’t 
long for her to sit beside him. 
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He didn’t need her or her company. He didn’t need any 

0? LilY sighed, obviously undaunted by his silence. ‘‘^re- 
m ember being a girl and doing just what you are now 
®Md what wf that?” he asked sharply, irrational an- 
ger surging through him. Anger at her intrusion anger that 
he was here, on this porch, that he hated the idea oileav- 
ine. Anger that, despite his own self-assurances to the con- 
trary, Lily reminded him how much he missed what tu* 
had with his mother. What he d had and lost. 

She lowered herself to the step beside him. “Gazing out 
at the river, thinking of all the places I would rather be. 

She laughed lightly. “Funny, how some things change so 
much and others change not at all.’ ’ 

How did she know him so well? be wondered, as furious 
with himself as with her. How, in three short months, had 
she acquired the ability to crawl into his head and read his 
mind? 

He swung to face her, ready to fight it out with the whole, 
fucking universe, starting with her. “Why are you being so 
nice to me?” 

She met his gaze. “Shouldn’t I be?” 

“No!” Santos jumped to his feet. He strode to the other 
side of the gallery, then swung to face her once more. 
No, he said again. “You have no reason to be nice to me 
Unless you want something. Just tell me, Lily. Just tell me 
what you want.” 

Todd^’k 00 ^ her head ' ^ don,t want an y tilin 2 from you, 

.‘^f^Ushitr; He took several steps toward her, then 

“win? CenC r hed h ! s hands 1010 fists > frustrated. 
You re using me. I just don’t know what for.” 

She stood slowly, using the stair rail for suooort 
ui sh ? U [ d J eave - Go now a nd not look back 

,h0 “ h ,£ SX'tsS 
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around it, he gazed out at nothing for long moments. He 
didn’t want to go, dammit. He felt safe here. Safe and cared 
for. 

Right. And at any moment he would feel a knife at his 
back. 

Santos sucked in a sharp breath and swung to face her 
once more. “Why don’t you have any friends, Lily?” She 
said nothing, and he crossed to stand directly before her. He 
looked her square in the eye. “You never have visitors, no 
one calls. Except for mass and errands, you never go out. 
Why is that?” 

She folded her hands in front of her. He noticed they 
trembled, though she kept her gaze unflinchingly on his. 
“You have a point here, Todd?” 

“Why are you treated like a leper, Lily Pierron? Why do 
children whisper behind their hands when they see you? 
Why do their mothers pull them to the opposite side of the 
sidewalk when you’re near? Why do you always sit alone 
at mass?” 

Pain tightened her features, but she didn’t move or look 
away. She didn’t strike out defensively at him. “Why don’t 
you tell me.” 

“Okay, I will.” He made a sweeping gesture with his 
right hand. “This place was a whorehouse. And my guess 
is, you were the head whore.” 

To her credit, she flinched only slightly. He fought the 
way that made him feel, and kept on, though even as he 
spoke the words, he regretted them, even as he flung them 
at her, he wished he could take them back. “Judging from 
the memorabilia I’ve seen around the place, you ran one 
hot little business here. No wonder you’re so popular with 
your neighbors. And no wonder you want me around, no 
one else will have you.” 

For long seconds she said nothing, just gazed at him, her 
eyes reflecting not just the wounds he’d inflicted, but a 
lifetime of wounds inflicted by others. “Is that all, Todd?” 

He wanted her to fight back, to strike out at him. Maybe 
then he wouldn’t have a knot in the pit of his gut. Maybe 
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“I thi n k that sucks!” Santos exclaimed, angry for Lily 
She had loved her daughter. The way his mother had loved 
him. He never would have done that to her. Never. 

Lily shook her head. “I understand. I know what I am.” 
Santos swallowed hard, stunned. Lily acted as if she 
thought she deserved to be hurt, as if she deserved to be 
abandoned. He drew his eyebrows together, recalling the 
things he had said to her, hating himself for them. 

“You don’t have to worry,” she continued quietly. “I 
don’t want anything from you. And I’m not going to let 
you down.” She cleared her throat. “But I do like having 
you around. Maybe that’s selfish of me, but... I've been so 
lonely.” 

Santos covered her hand, feeling for the first time since 
his mother’s death that he wasn’t alone. Feeling as if there 
was someone who cared about him, someone he could turn 
to. Apart of him doubted his feelings, a part of him warned 
him to be careful, disbelieving. He ignored those parts. Ho 
denied them. 

He told her everything then. About his mother and fa- 
ther. About his mother’s murder and his vow to avenge her; 
he told Lily about the foster homes he had been in and how 
he had run away from each. He shared with her his fears 
and his frustrations, the promises he had made to his 
mother and the ones he had made to himseit. 


He laid his heart bare; she listened 2nd com rented ; 
Santos talke d long into the night, unci he fez ■ 
pfeteiy dr aine d, but better for it— as if sharmg nirsseir 
Lily had released him from seme measure ci ms past , : 
a modicum of his cain. 


And later, as trey said gccd-mgnr to each erne 
burning with fatigue, his throat raw, set h mew : 
yet unspoken acknowledgment that Samos .vas r 
good. 
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She started for the stalls, only to have Bebe and her group 
close ranks, blocking her way. She stopped at their barn- 
cade, then made a move to go around. But when she 
moved, so did the group. “Excuse me,” she said finally, 
flushing. 

Bebe looked at her with exaggerated innocence. Oh, 
we’re sorry. Did you need to get through?” 

“Yes.” They didn’t move, and the girl’s flush deepened. 
“Please.” 

Bebe stepped aside; the new girl passed. They closed 
ranks again, and Glory suspected what they planned to do 
next. 

Sure enough, when the girl emerged from the stall, she 
found her way to the sinks blocked. “Excuse me,” she said 
again. 

And again Bebe turned to her, her expression one of 
feigned surprise. “Oh, we’re sorry. Did you need to get 
through?” 

Glory had had enough. To stand by and watch cruelty 
was weak and cowardly, and Glory despised both. She had 
never forgiven herself for her own cowardice all those years 
ago when she had tried to blame little Danny for the inci- 
dent in the library. She had vowed to never again allow 
someone to take the blame for her actions; she had prom- 
ised herself she would never be weak and cowardly again. 

“Yeah, Bebe,” Glory murmured. “I think she does. 
Unlike you, she washes her hands after she pees.” 

Bebe’s color rose, but she stepped aside. Glory smiled at 
the new girl. “It’s a matter of breeding,” she said. “Bebe 
here thinks that just having money makes her classy. She’s 
mistaken, of course.” 

Several girls exchanged uneasy glances. Glory, they 
knew, had hit Bebe’s sore spot. Bebe’s family, unlike Glo- 
ry’s and many of the other Immaculate Conception girls, 
were new— new to New Orleans, new money, no invitation 
to The Mystic Krewe of Comus. But, even so, Bebe was the 
most popular and powerful girl in the sophomore class; the 
rest of the girls always deferred to her. 
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The final bell sounded, and Liz jumped. “Oh, no! I'm 
going to be late.” She snatched up her book bag and headed 
for the door, then stopped and looked back at Glory. 
“Aren’t you coming?” 

“No rush.” She grinned. “I wouldn’t want to go and 
spoil a perfect record.” 

Liz returned her smile. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t. See 
you.” She started through the door, then stopped once 
more. “Glory?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Thanks again for helping me out. I’ll return the favor 
someday.” 

Glory mock-saluted. “Forget about it. After all, what are 
friends for?” 
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Liz didn’t forget about it. Not about that act of bravery 
on Glory’s part, nor about any of the others that followed 
over the next couple of weeks. It seemed to Liz that every 
time she looked around, Glory was there, sticking up for 
her by facing down girls the likes of Bebe and Missy, chal- 
lenging their snobbery by tossing it back at them. 

After the third or fourth time, Liz realized that Glory had 
decided to take her under her wing, though Liz hadn’t a 
clue why. Liz was both a newcomer to the academy and a 
nobody. Glory was beautiful, rich and considered the 
coolest girl in their class. She was thought to be absolutely 
fearless, cool under even Sister Marguerite’s stare, and a 
complete daredevil. Many of the girls whispered disparag- 
ingly about her wildness, but the truth was, they were all in 
awe of her. Liz certainly was. 

Liz also admitted awe of Glory’s looks. She was more 
than the most beautiful girl in the academy, she was the 
most beautiful girl Liz had ever seen. And not in the cute 
or pretty way of most high school girls, but in a full-blown, 
knock-your-socks-off, womanly way. 

Sometimes, when Liz looked at Glory, she wondered 
what it would be like to have not only brains, but beauty, 
bravery and a rich, classy family, too. And sometimes, she 
would feel a great, gnawing longing to have all that Glory 
had. 

Liz leaned against the school’s front-office counter. She 
propped her chin on her fist, oblivious to the noise around 
her. A condition of her scholarship required her to work 
five hours a week in the school office, and every day she 
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Marguerite stopped when she reached it and looked back at 
Liz. “Aren’t you supposed to be in the office this hour?” 

“Yes, Sister,” she murmured, almost light-headed with 
fear. “I was just going back. But I... I have to wash my 
hands.” 

“I’ll see you in a moment, then.” 

“Thank you. Sister.” 

The moment they cleared the door, Glory popped out of 
the stall. She raced over to Liz. “You were great,” she 
whispered. “They believed every word you said.” 

Liz held out her hands. They were trembling. “Poor, but, 
smart scholarship students have a lot to lose. I was so 
scared. I was sure they’d know that I was lying.” 

Glory hugged her. “But, you were so great. The best.” 

“Then why do I feel like I’m going to pass out?” 

Glory laughed. “Hang with me, I’ll teach you to thumb 
your nose at danger. Before long, you’ll even like it.” 

“Not me. I never want to—” Liz brought her hands to 
her cheeks, suddenly remembering the office, her job and 
Mrs. Reece’s copies. “Oh, no! What time is it?” When 
Glory told her, Liz groaned and started for the door. “Fve 
got to go.” 

Glory followed, catching her arm. “Liz, wait. I wanted 
to. . . to thank you for helping me out just now. Nobody’s 
ever . . . done that for me before. It . . . meant a lot to me.” 

Liz smiled. “Forget it. Glory. The way I see it, I still owe 
you." She started through the door. 

“Hey, Liz?" 

Liz stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Yeah?” 

“I like you, too. And I think. . .1 think it would be pretty 
cool to be friends.” 

Beaming, Liz darted into the hall. 
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brushed it to a high shine; it floated about her shoulders 
like a black halo. 

The sheer fabric of her garment combined with the bright 
light of the hallway behind her illuminated the sinuous 
outline of her body. He stared at her, his mouth dry, his 
body stirring. 

With a muttered oath, he tore his gaze away. 

“You’ve been holed up here for hours.” 

“Havel?” 

“You know you have.” She entered the room, crossing 
to its center. “What’s wrong?” 

He looked at her, then away. “We’re in trouble,” he said 
emotionlessly. “Financial trouble.” 

She paled. “What do mean, we’re in financial trouble? 
How can that be?” 

“The loan on the hotel’s renovation is due. The lender 
won’t extend. We don’t have the money.” 

She brought a hand to her throat. He saw that it trem- 
bled. “How much?” she asked. 

“Five hundred thousand.” 

“But that’s not so much. Surely we have that. Some- 
where, we must have . . . that.” 

Philip stood and crossed to the window. He gazed out at 
the darkness a moment, then swung to face her once more. 
“We don’t.” 

“We don’t?” she repeated, as if she couldn’t quite com- 
prehend— or believe— what be was saying. She took an- 
other step toward him. “But surely there’s something we 
can liquidate. Bonds or notes or whatever those things are 
called. Surely one of the bank accoun— ” 

“There’s our home,” he said, cutting her off. “Your 
jewelry. The art. Various pieces of property around the 
city.” He tipped his face toward the ceiling, thinking of the 
bad deals he had made over the last several years. “I in- 
vested heavily in real estate. In commercial property, 
mostly. Commercial space was leasing for as much as 
eighteen dollars a square foot. Eighteen dollars a square 
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foot, Hope! Even so, the buildings were at ninety percent, 
or more, occupancy. 

“Of course, I paid top dollar for the properties, I lever- 
aged us to the hilt. Now, most of those buildings have a 
lower occupancy than the hotel.” 

He dared a glance at his wife. She looked shaken, dev- 
astated. He realized he had never seen her look that way 
before. 

“Sell them, Philip,” she said softly. “Sell them, now ” 

“Do you really think I’m so stupid that I wouldn’t have 
thought of that?” 

“In the light of this conversation, do you really want to 
ask me that?” 

He gazed at her a moment, heart thundering. “They’re 
not worth what I paid for them.” He turned back to the 
window. One moment became many. “A venture capital- 
ist has offered to pay the renovation debt in exchange for 
half ownership of the hotel.” 

“Oh, my God.” Hope grasped the back of a chair. “The 
things people will say about us. We’ll be the laughing- 
stocks of the entire city—” 

“I told him, no.” 

“You told him . . . no?” She shook her head, as if con- 
fused. “Then what are we to do about the loan?” 

He faced her fully once more. “The hotel is everything, 
Hope. We can’t lose it. Not any part of it. It would be the 
ultimate shame." He came around the desk and crossed to 
her. Stopping before her, he looked her straight in the eye. 
“There are your jewels. The art collection and the Rolls. 
Our home. The summer house. Those things we own out- 
right.” 

She began to shake. “What are you saying?” 

“We have to liquidate what we can.” 

“Dear, God.” She drew in a sharp breath. “How will I 
face our friends? What will I tell them?” 

“I don’t give a damn what you tell out friends!” 

“Don’t you yell at me, Philip. I was not the one who got 
us into this mess.” 



Forbidden Fruit 

“Of course, you didn’t,” he snapped- “Not Mrs. Ho- 
lier-than-thou St. Germaine” 

“You said you’d take care of me, Philip. How can. you 
stand here and talk of selling our home and my jewelry? 
Where will we live? And what of Glory? What of her fu- 
ture?” . . 

Her words cut him to the quick. He swore and swung 
away from her. He strode to the desk and stared down at it 
for long moments before turning back to her. I have taken 
care of you. I’ve taken care of Glory. And I will continue 
to do so.” 

“How?” She lifted her chin. “By selling our home?” 
“We wouldn’t sell it outright, simply mortgage it. We’re 
not going to be thrown out in the streets.” 

“Until you can’t make the payments on that loan, any- 
way. And how long will that be, Philip?” She closed the 
distance between them, and fisted her fingers on his chest. 
“Two weeks? Two years? Ten?” 

He stiffened. “That’s enough, Hope.” 

“How could you have let this happen?” she demanded, 
curling her fingers into his cashmere sweater so tightly her 
knuckles went white. “You stupid, ineffectual man. How 
could you have been so. . . careless? So shortsighted?” 

Philip felt her words like a blow. He caught her hands 
and covered them with his own. He narrowed his eyes. 
“Have you forgotten your wedding vows, my darling?” He 
tightened his fingers over hers. “Wasn’t there something in 
them about love and honor, in good times and in bad? 
Better run right off to confession. Your eternal soul’s go- 
ing to go up in flames any moment.” 

“Go ahead,” she said softly, “blaspheme. I’ll pray for 
you, anyway, Philip.” 

He made a sound of disgust. “We will mortgage the 
house and sell the summer place. The Rolls has to go, and 
if necessary, we 11 take a look at the art collection and your 
jewelry. We don’t have another choice.” 

He released her hands and turned away from her. 

“What about the venture capitalist? Couldn’t we—” 
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“You would still own half.” She eased her hand be- 
tween them and found his erection. She curved her hand 
around it, squeezing and stroking in the way that had al- 
ways stolen both his senses and free will. 

“It wouldn’t be so bad.” She found his mouth and kissed 
him, deeply, wetly, rhythmically making promises with her 
tongue. She closed her teeth over his bottom lip, then pulled 
slowly away. “What can 1 do to convince you?” 

He caught his breath. Even though he knew she was ma- 
nipulating him, he wanted her now, on the cypress desk. He 
wanted to give in to her so he could sink into her. 

She lowered his zipper and slipped her hand inside his 
trousers. He shuddered as she circled him. If he did as she 
wished, she would let him have everything, in any way he 
wanted. And not just once, or tonight. But again and 
again, days would become weeks, maybe even months. 

He arched his back and let his head fall backward, his 
face to the ceiling. He closed his eyes. It would just end, 
when she decided she was no longer indebted to him. The 
ending would be agony; but until then, he would know 
complete bliss. 

He bated her almost as much as he wanted her. 

He hated himself more. 

Still, like some sort of a junkie, he couldn’t deny him- 
self her. She worked her fingers over his flesh. “We could 
say you were tired of the day-to-day grind,” she continued 
softly, sinking to her knees. “That you had no son to one 
day take over, so you decided to ease your burden of re- 
sponsibility.” 
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Yus, he muttered, arching his back, desperate for the 



riling with need. 

“Say it again, my darling,” she said, 
want to hear, so we can be happy.” 


‘Tell me what I 
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He heard a quiver of satisfaction in her voice, the self- 
satisfied edge of triumph. He opened his eyes and looked 
down at her. As she swallowed him, she lifted her gaze to 
his. 

And he saw clear to her soul. And what he saw terrified 
him . Something great and dark and without decency. 

The breath left his body. He sprang away from her, 
chilled to his core. 

“Philip. . .my darling. What’s wrong?” 

He turned his back to her, cursing his weakness, sick- 
ened at what he had become. Sickened to realize he had al- 
most given in to her. 

“Philip?” she whispered. “What did I do?” 

He stiffened at the sweet plea in her voice, the quiver of 
hurt. It called to his memory, bringing back times between 
them that had been warm and wonderful, reminding him 
of the girl she had once been and of how much he had loved 
her. 

Once upon a time, he would have slain dragons for her. 

“Philip,” she whispered again. “Please, look at me.” 

He didn’t; he couldn’t. If he did, his resolve would be 
lost. He yanked up his zipper and started for the study 
door. When he reached it, he stopped but didn’t look back. 
“The St. Charles has been in the St. Germaine family for 
almost a hundred years. 1 don’t care what it takes or what 
I have to do, I won’t give up ownership of even one brick. 
Don't ask me to again.” 



Hope paced her bedroom, her heart fast, her palms damp. 
The Darkness had come for her again, the challenge is- 
sued, the gauntlet thrown down. How it laughed at her. 
How it taunted her arrogance. She had thought herself im- 
pervious to its tricks. 

So, it had gotten to Philip instead. And through Philip, 
it had another chance at her. 

Hope wrung her hands as she paced, twisting her fingers 
together, growing more agitated by the moment. How could 
she not have seen it happening? How could she not have 
anticipated such an attack? Weak, malleable Philip. He was 
the perfect target. 

In the week since Philip’s revelation in the library, she 
had made some discreet calls: their banker and corporate 
accountant, a friend in commercial real estate. Everything 
Philip had told her was true: he had dug them a deep fi- 
nancial hole, one they now couldn’t climb out of. 

Stupid. She had been so stupid. And trusting. In this one 
area of their lives, she had never interfered, had never asked 
questions. That night in the library, she had tried to show 
him the way, had tried to lead him down the right path. But 
she had been too late. 

Philip had turned away from her; he had left her on her 
knees, The Beast’s laughter ringing in her ears. 

Hope stopped pacing, a shudder of apprehension mov- 
ing over her. She brought her shaking hands to her face. 
She couldn’t lose control now; she couldn’t weaken. She 
had to find a way to fix this situation. She had worked too 
hard and too long to have it all wrested from her now. And, 
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it would be. One hint of their financial woes, one hint of 
bow badly Philip had screwed up, and she would find her- 
self suddenly on the outside of New Orleans’s most pow- 
erful inner circle. 

She could hear the speculation now, the whispered jeers. 
The A-list invitations would stop coming. Board positions 
would suddenly be filled by others whose coffers had not 
been depleted by ineptitude; doors would close, backs 
vould turn. 

She would be on the outside looking in, shunned, just as 
;he bad been all those years ago. 

A cry escaped her lips. She had been on the outside once; 
die would never be again. 

No matter what she had to do. 

Beyond the French doors, the wind howled. Hope 
crossed to them. They led to a small balcony that over- 
looked the back garden and swimming pool. She threw 
open the doors and stepped out into the black October 
night. 

The cold hit her first, then the wind. She lifted her face 
to the sky. A storm was brewing. The tops of the oak trees 
bent under the force of the wind; the clouds rushed across 
the black sky, alternately obliterating and revealing the 
moon’s light. 

Hope crossed to the edge of the balcony. She gripped the 
railing and leaned out. The wind caught her hair and tore 
it free of its pins; it whipped at her silk gown and robe 
causing it to alternately billow out around her and plaster 
to her form. 

She leaned farther out, not stopping until she grew light- 
headed and weak-kneed. The swimming pool jumped up 
and reached for her; The Darkness inside her took flight. 
It soared, dragging her in tow, rushing through the tree- 
tops and past the moon. Branches tore at her skin and 
gown; a bird screamed in her ear, its huge, beating wings 
narrowly missing her eyes. 

And then she saw her mother. She took shape out of the 
clouds, swirling up like oily, black smoke, black sur- 
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rounded by gold. The clouds parted, momentarily reveal- 
ing the moon. The gold gleamed in that moment of light, 

winking at her. . . , . , . .. 

Hope gazed at the beckoning image in both fascination 

and horror. If she reached for it, the gold would be hers. 

But so would The Darkness. 

Hope crashed back to her balcony, to her bedroom and 
reality with a gasp. Fear choked her. She hung halfway over 
her balcony railing, so cold she could no longer feel her ex- 
tremities. What if she had let go? What if she had reached 
out, as she had been beckoned to do? 

She would have been killed. 

Heart thundering, she ever so slowly righted herself. One 
by one, she coaxed her fingers free of the railing, then 
backed away. 

Once inside her bedroom, she slammed the doors shut 
behind her, locked them, then sank to the floor, too weak 
to do more. She drew her knees to her chest and wrapped 
her arms tightly around them. She pressed her face to her 
knees, shaking uncontrollably. 

As the minutes passed, her trembling eased, her flesh 
warmed. She squeezed her eyes shut, her head filling with 
the image of swirling black surrounded by gold. Hope 
breathed deeply through her nose, her fear and agitation 
evaporating, replaced by absolute calm. And clarity. She 
saw what she needed to do; the answer had been before her 
all along. 

Her mother would give her the money she needed. 
Though tainted by sin, the money belonged to Hope; it was 
her legacy, her heritage. As was The Darkness. She would 
swallow her hatred and pride and go to her mother. 

She would never be on the outside again. No matter what 
she had to do. 

Hope stood and crossed to the phone. She had made it 
her business to keep track of Lily Pierron. She knew that 
she and a young male companion had moved to the city five 

F ° h Q § °’ ShS kn6W they had taken an a P art ment in the 
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Hope found the number; she made the call. Her mother 
answered. Hope managed to achieve the right note of des- 
peration and childish deference, playing off her mother’s 
breathless surprise. Hope made Lily vague promises: about 
agreeing to see her once this mess was settled, about repay- 
ing the loan, the proof of that being the promissory notes 
she would give her mother in exchange for the money. 

As Hope had known she would, her mother agreed to 
give her everything she needed, although she had warned 
that it would take some time for her to get all five hundred 
thousand. She would have to liquidate almost all her as- 
sets; she would be left with little more than the River Road 
house and enough to live on. 

Smiling, Hope set the receiver back in its cradle. On 
Tuesday, her mother’s boy would deliver the first third of 
the money to her at the hotel. Lily had promised to keep the 
contents of the delivery and Hope’s identity a secret, even 
from him. The hotel would be secure, their home and col- 
lectibles, her position in society. And Philip would be for- 
ever grate! ul. He would be in her debt. 

Hope tipped back her head and laughed. Once again, she 
had beaten The Darkness. 
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Santos stood just inside the lobby of the St. Charles Ho- 
tel. He swept his gaze over the interior, acknowledging awe, 
acknowledging that this was the most beautiful place he 
had ever seen. Not in the overblown way of Lily’s house on 
River Road, nor in the crumbling way of the French Quar- 
ter. No, the St. Charles possessed an understated beauty, 
classy and dignified. The wood gleamed, the brass shone 
and the service people spoke in hushed, almost reverent 
tones. It all reeked of not only money, but of breeding and 
heritage, as well. 

Things someone like him knew nothing about. 

Santos started across the lobby, his gaze drawn to the 
people who moved around and past him, to the women 
having high tea on the lobby terrace, to the ones following 
a bellman, loaded down with shopping bags from Saks 
Fifth Avenue, Lord & Taylor, and Adler’s. 

He shook his head. These people sparkled almost as 
brightly as the hotel’s lead-glass windows and doors— the 
women at their throats, ears and fingers; the men at their 
wrists and cuffs. And they were all so flawlessly put to- 
gether, from the tops of their heads to the tips of their fin- 
gers and toes, completely coordinated, unrumpled and 
unfrayed. 

This was what it was to have real wealth, he thought. The 
kind of wealth that wrought power. People like these, he 
knew, had no use for someone like him. He didn’t belong 
here. Not a young man of such questionable ethnic mix. 
Not a half-breed, French Quarter-whore’s kid whose big- 
gest claim to fame was getting his high school diploma by 
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Right. Santos narrowed his eyes in thought. Lily had 
been as nervous as a cat, as giddy as a schoolgirl. She had 
been flushed and had kept wringing her hands, as with a 
combination of excitement and agitation. When he had 
commented on her behavior, she had assured him he was 
imagining things— even though he had never seen her act 
that way before. 

Something was definitely up. 

An elevator arrived and Santos stepped onto it. He 
pressed for the third floor, and the doors began to shut. 

“Wait! Hold the elevator!'’ 

Santos caught the doors. They creaked back open and a 
girl darted in. She pushed her dark hair away from her face 
and laughed up at him. “Thanks. These things are just an- 
cient, I would have been waiting forever for another.” 

He returned her smile, acknowledging that she was 
probably the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. And, 
judging by her girls’-school uniform, too young for him. 
“No problem. Floor?” 

“Six.” She tipped her head to the side, unabashedly 
studying him, not hiding her interest. “I just hate waiting, 
don’t you?” 

A smile tugged at his mouth. “That depends.” 

“On what?” 

“On what I’m waiting for.” 

She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Oh, you’re one 
of those.” 


He arched an eyebrow, amused at her obvious flirting but 
willing to play along. “Those? And who might they be?” 

She smoothed a hand over the hip of her tartan-plaid 
skirt. “One of those who believe that the best things in life 
are worth waiting for.’ ’ 

“And you’re not?” 


‘Nope.” She lifted a shoulder in a breezy shrug. “Who 
wants to wait? When I see something I want, I go for it ” 

*? e a ^! ied ,\ He ^ exact| y who this girl was-spoiled, 
cocky, full of herself; he recognized her from all the girls 
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Santos took Lily’s envelope from his pocket. He checked 
the number on its front, tucked it back into his pocket and 
started down the hallway to his right. Several doors down, 
he found the office and stepped inside. A secretary sat at a 
big desk that faced the door, her head bent over a type- 

W He cleared his throat. She lifted her head and moved her 
gaze over him, her expression suspicious. “Can I help 
you?” she asked coolly. 

“I’m here to see Hope St. Germaine.” 

‘ ‘Are you expected? 1 ’ 

“I have a delivery.” He took the envelope from his 
pocket. 

She held out her hand. “I’ll see that she gets it.” 

“Sorry. I have to put it directly into her hands. If she’s 
not here, I’ll wait.” 

The woman made a sound of irritation. “Your name?” 

“Victor Santos.” 

“One moment.” The woman stood and crossed to one of 
the two sets of doors that flanked either side of the richly 
appointed office. She knocked, then slipped inside, care- 
ful to shut the door behind her. 

A moment later, the secretary reappeared. She mo- 
tioned Santos into the office. “Mrs. St. Germaine will see 
you now.” 

He nodded and followed her direction. The office was 
large and impressively outfitted. A picture window that 
looked out over St. Charles Avenue and the streetcar line 
dominated the far wall. A woman stood before it, her back 
to him. When the secretary exited the office, closing the 
doors behind her, the woman turned. 

Santos’s first reaction to the woman was dislike. He 
bristled with it, and at the way she looked at him— with 
blatant distaste, as if he had crawled out from under a rock 
or someplace equally dark and slimy. 

She started toward him, and he cocked his head slightly 
studying her. Although she wasn’t an unattractive woman’ 
there was something cold about her, cold and unforgiving! 
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He narrowed his eyes. This woman’s nose was so high in 
the air, it scraped the ceiling. 

“Hope St. Germaine?” he asked when she stopped be- 
fore him. 

“Yes.” She held out her hand. “You have something for 
me?” 

He handed her the envelope. She took it, then snatched 
her hand away as if she feared he would contaminate her. 
He stiffened, offended. “I was told you would have some- 
thing for me.” 

Without acknowledging him, she returned to her desk. 
There, she took a letter opener, sliced open Lily’s envelope 
and checked its contents. As if satisfied with what she 
found there, she opened a desk drawer and took out an- 
other envelope. 

She met his gaze and held it out, expecting him to re- 
trieve it, like a dog. 

Santos gritted his teeth. He would be damned if he would 
play step-and -fetch for her or any other diamond-bedecked, 
society pit bull. He folded his arms across his chest and 
waited. 

Several seconds ticked past. A flush crept over the wom- 
an’s high, sharp cheekbones, and with a sound of irrita- 
tion, she came around the desk and strode toward him. 

He smiled slightly at having bested her. He couldn’t re- 
member ever having disliked anyone as much as be dis- 
liked this woman. 

She held out the envelope, marked with Lily’s name. 
“Take it and go.” 

He didn’t move. He lifted his gaze from the envelope and 
met hers, square-on and unflinching. Hers grew hot with 
anger. This woman thought she could eat him up and spit 
him out, she thought she was so much better, so much more 
important than he was. Well, that may be, but he had a due 
for her— he wouldn’t be treated like a servant, by her or 
anybody else. Not even for Lily. 

“Take it now,” she said again, this time with barely 
veiled contempt. “Or you'll leave without it.” 
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Santos did as she asked, but without hurry. After he had 
tucked it into his breast pocket, he shot her a cocky grin. 
“Thanks, babe. I hate to disappoint, but I’ve got to go. 

She made a small sound of shock, of outrage; her face 

mottled with fury. , , . . 

Without waiting for another response, he turned and lett 
the office, aware of the secretary’s hostile gaze as he passed 
through the reception area. Once in the hall, he went in 
search of the stairs, choosing them over the elevator. He 
jogged down the three flights and made it to the first floor 
and across the lobby in a matter of minutes, anxious to 
leave this oh-so-upper-crust, white-bread hell behind. 

Santos pushed through the massive lead-glass doors and 
stepped outside. Sunlight spilled over him, warm for a late- 
October afternoon. He breathed deeply, letting the beauty 
of the day cleanse away some of his anger, his distaste and 
frustration. Although he had left with the upper hand, his 
meeting with Hope St. Germaine had left a bitter taste in his 
mouth. She, this place, represented all that was wrong with 
this city and the entire system of haves and have nots, the 
worth its and the not-worth-a-shits. It was that system, that 
fucked-up attitude, that had allowed his mother’s murder 
to go unpunished. 

He started across the street, heading toward the street- 
car stop. Where had Lily met this cold, arrogant woman? 
he wondered. And what business did Lily have with her? 
What kind of “correspondence” that couldn’t be handled 
by phone? 

He narrowed his eyes in thought. He had found some- 
thing familiar about Hope St. Germaine, something that 
nagged at his memory. He was certain, however, that they 
had never met. He would have remembered her. Oh, yes 

some things were so unpleasant they could never be for- 
gotten. 

“Santos!” 
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kitty-comer to him, top down, the firecracker from the el- 
evator behind the wheel. 

She smiled and waved him over. “Want to go for a 
ride?” 

She was too young and too spoiled for him. 

But he was only going for a ride. 

Santos sauntered across the street, aware of the door- 
man’s glare. The valet, he noticed, looked none too happy, 
either. 

He stopped beside the car and ran a hand along the front 
quarter panel. “Nice wheels. Sure you can handle this ma- 
chine?” 

She tipped her face up to his and he saw himself re- 
flected in her sunglasses. “Why don’t you find out. Hop 
in.” 

“Why not?” Santos went around to the other side of the 
car, opened the passenger door and slid into the vehicle. He 
jerked his head in the direction of the valet and doorman. 
“What’s with the bodyguards?” 

“They’re just overprotective.” She waved at the men, 
then peeled out, burning rubber as she did. “You know 
how it is.” 

“Yeah, right,” Santos drawled as he fastened his seat 
belt. “I know just how it is. You want to tell me where we’re 
going?” 

“Nope.” She laughed. “1 think I’d rather surprise you.” 

She darted into traffic, cutting off a Lincoln. The driver 
blew his horn. She laughed again, flipping off the other 
driver. Santos shook his head and settled back in his seat. 
No doubt about it, he was in for one hell of a wild ride. 

They rode in silence for several blocks. She maneuvered 
the tiny automobile expertly in and out of traffic, then 
hopped onto the interstate, heading west. 

Santos looked her way. “A birthday present?” he asked, 
shouting to be heard over the roar of the engine and rush 
of the wind. 

“What?” 

“The car. Your sixteenth, I'd guess.” 
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She looked over at him and made a face. “You make it 

S °“Do I 9 ” He started to say that he hadn’t meant to, then 
swallowed the words. They would have been a be. 

“What were you doing at the hotel? she asked. I 
haven’t seen you around there before. ’ 

“Delivering something for a friend.” 

“It’s mine, you know. Or will be someday.’ ’ 

“The hotel?” he asked, incredulous. She nodded and he 
shook his head. This girl had just gone from rich to ridic- 
ulous. “And they only bought you a Fiat? I’d be pissed. 
You should have gotten a Porsche.” 

She tipped her head back and laughed. “We’re not that 


rich.” 

He pushed his hair out of his eyes. “Oh sure. You’re just 
a certified, card-carrying member of the lucky-sperm club.” 

“Lucky-sperm club?” she repeated, laughing. “You’re 
funny." 

“That’s me. A laugh riot.” 

She missed his sarcasm. “But we’re really not that rich, 
you know.” She looked at him, her expression earnest. 
“ThereTe lots of girls at A.I.C. whose families have lots 
more money.” 

The car up ahead braked. He motioned toward it. 
“Maybe you want to keep your eyes on the road.” 

She hit the accelerator and roared past the slowing car, 
then glanced at him once more. “Why? I’d rather keep my 
eyes on you.” 


He shook his head, a smile tugging at his mouth. She was 
narrow and naive in her view of the world and, no doubt, 
deeply prejudiced by her privileged existence. But she was 
also unabashedly sassy, wild and sexy as hell. 

He couldn’t help enjoying her and her game, though he 
knew her flirtation with him went no deeper than rebel- 
TJ' “ e llked her forthright approach; she didn’t demur 

™t Ut her f me piayin §> she didn>t pretend it didn’t exist or 
make any bones about what she was after. 
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“You’re trying too hard, doll. And Fd really like to get 
wherever we’re going alive.” 

He expected her to pout or feign hurt, instead she 
laughed again. “Is that so?” She exited the highway, tak- 
ing the ramp at breakneck speed. “What exactly am I try- 
ing too hard to do?” 

“Prove to me what a big, bad girl you are. Give me a 
scare. I don’t impress easily. And I don’t scare. You can 
give it a rest anytime.” 

She shook her head, her dark hair streaming behind her. 
“Oh, goody. I just love a challenge.” 

Santos laughed and leaned his head against the seat back. 
He closed his eyes, enjoying the sting of the wind, the hum 
of the engine. After a moment, he cracked open his eyes 
and studied her while she drove. Her cheeks were flushed, 
her lips tipped up in a hint of a smile, and although hidden 
by sunglasses, he would bet her glorious blue eyes were 
sparkling with excitement. 

He lowered his gaze, taking in the plaid skirt and white 
blouse, her school’s name embroidered on its front pocket. 
The blouse pulled slightly across her breasts as if she had 
recently grown. His body stirred, and he shut his eyes, 
swearing silently. Jesus, she was only sixteen. San Quentin 
Quail. An Angola angel. Sassy-mouthed jailbait encased in 
the body of a twenty-year-old. 

He was not about to get burned by this little firecracker. 
Or any other, for that matter. 

She glanced at him. “You were looking at me.” 

It wasn’t a question. And be wasn’t embarrassed to ad- 
mit it. “Yes.” 

She slowed the car and turned onto Lakeshore Drive. 
“WThy? What were you thinking?” 

“I was wondering if your parents are able to sleep 
nights?” 

For a moment she said nothing, and he thought his 
question had unnerved her. “As far as I know,” she said 
finally, her light tone sounding forced. She angled into a 




Erica Spindler 

** m ^ We would do well to remind 

Is flirt, and nothing more. H 

jimself of that. „ q^oxs murmured, breath- 

bg '^r^°^i «£&5il2S2 

were on vacation.’ ’ , ber ^air, combing it with 

K£d!& was furious when she found out. 

“Because you cut churcn . „ 

2^TSSST5Si«. studying PtoSs- 

“You sound like you don’t like her too muc . the 

“Mother?” Glory made a face. I tbrnkj s ° aQt0 
other way around. Hope St. Germaine is a ha 

pl T?e ice queen was this girl’s mof^rP to one way 
found it hard to believe. But in another it made 

They neared what had been the sight of Pontchartrain 
'Beach, an amusement park built on a pointot 
tween Lakeshore Drive and the water’s edge. The p 
fallen victim to the times, to people’s fears and a v 
idly changing world. . to 

“Did you ever go to The Beach?” she asked, tefe § 
the amusement park the way the locals always had. 

“Once. My mother brought me out. We rode ail tn 
and bad a picnic. I think I was ten. It was the best i 
ever had.” The memory made him smile. It made him > 

He frowned, annoyed with himself for sharing that with 
her. Annoyed with himself for remembering. “We sno 
$t3xt back * * 

He turned to go; she caught his arm, stopping him. She 
lifted her face provocatively to his, once more me outra- 
geous, reckless flirt. “Can 1 ask you a question, Santos. 
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He met her eyes, comfortable with this familiar terri- 
tory. A moment ago had been too personal. He didn’t want 
to know anything but the superficial about her; he wanted 
her to know only the same about him. Nothing real, noth- 
ing close. Just some nice, safe game playing. Just the way 
he liked it. Nobody got hurt, and everybody was happy. 

“It's a free country.” 

“When you see something you want, what do you do?” 

He knew exactly where this was going. He smiled, and 
slowly, deliberately moved his gaze over her. When he fi- 
nally met her eyes once more, he arched an eyebrow. “As 
opposed to just going for it?” 

“Uh-hufa.” 

He leaned his head down to hers, not stopping until their 
faces were so close he could feel her breath against his 
cheek. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I weigh the 
consequences of having it. That’s what grown-ups do, 
Glory.” 

She laid her hands on his chest. “I’m a grown-up.” 

“I don’t think so.” 

He made a move to straighten and she curled her fingers 
into his chambray shirt. ‘ T could prove it.” 

Arousal kicked him squarely in the gut. He ignored it. 
“What do you want from me, Glory St, Germaine?” 

She batted her eyelashes and leaned toward him. “What 
do you think?” 

He touched her flushed cheek. “I think,” he mur- 
mured, his voice deliberately husky, “that I’m too old for 
you. I think you should run home to your mama.” 

Challenge lit her eyes. “Really? Too old?” 

“Uh-huh. Too old. Too experienced. You’re way out of 
your league here, little girl.” 

“Try me.” She splayed her hands on his chest and leaned 
toward him. “Try me,” she said again, lifting her face to 
his. “I dare you to kiss me.” 

Santos hesitated, but only a moment. He lowered his 
head and took her mouth, sweet, hot, already parted. He 
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kissed her as a man kissed, taking, plundering, leaving no 
doubt what a man wanted from a woman. 

She made a small, helpless sound deep in her throat. Her 
hands flexed against his chest, alternately pushing him away 
and pulling him closer. He deepened the kiss even more, 
exploring her mouth with his tongue, leaving no questions 
or secrets between them. 

He slid his hands down her back and cupping her, pulled 
her more tightly to him. He moved his hips against hers, 
knowing she could feel his erection, that she would know 
exactly how aroused he was. And how far she had pushed 
him. 

He drew away. She gazed up at him, her lips still parted, 
her expression dazed. Stunned. She had never been kissed 
like that before, he knew. He had given this cocky girl- 
woman much more than she had bargained for. 

Santos laughed softly and dragged his thumb across her 
bottom lip, moist and swollen from his kiss. “See, little girl. 
I told you 1 was too old for you.” 

He started to turn away from her. She caught his arm, 
stopping him. He looked at her, surprised. 

“No,” she said, her voice shaking slightly. “I told you.” 

She stood on tiptoe and kissed him. As hard, as deeply 
as he had kissed her a moment before. She threw her whole 
self into it, probing his mouth with her tongue, pressing 
herself against him. 

Even as he told himself not to, Santos reacted to her kiss, 
responded to the feel of her exquisite mouth and body 
against his. Even as he reminded himself to stay in con- 
trol, it careened out of his reach. 

She aroused him to a fever pitch, in a way, and to an ex- 
tent, no girl had before, not so easily. She set him on fire, 
made him forget what was right and wrong, smart and not. 
And all it had taken was her naively hungry kiss and the feel 
of her lush body straining against his. 

She took his breath away. 

The truth of that snaked its way through his fog of de- 
sire, and he set her roughly away from him. He had set out 
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to prove a point to her; it was he who had been proven to. 
And though she would never know how much she had 
shaken him, he didn’t like it, not one bit. 

“This is over,” he said, his voice thick. “It’s been fun, 
babe, but it’s time to go home.” 

She stared blankly at him, then blinked as if suddenly 
comprehending what he had said. “7/21 1 see you again?” 
“No.” 

He started to turn away once again; she caught his arm, 
stopping him. He met her eyes. “You’re scared,” she said, 
searching his gate. She shook her head, slightly, as with 
surprise. “You’re running away.” 

“You are young. Glory St. Germaine.” He patted her 
cheek, wanting to be as condescending as possible. “Like I 
said, it’s been fun. But it’s time for you to run home to 
mommy and daddy,” 

She shook her head again, this time emphatically. 
“You’re running scared.” 

“listen, honey,” he drawled, wondering how the hell, in 
a matter of a couple hours, she had begun to see inside his 
head, “I am definitely not run — ” 

“You are.” She tipped up her chin. “A big man like you 
shouldn’t be scared of being honest with a little bitty girl 
like me.” 

He gritted his teeth, furious— at her, for pushing; at 
himself, for reacting to her. “Look, doll, you’re a sixteen- 
year-old, C-cup, man-eating bundle of trouble. I have no 
plans to go to Angola for you or any other piece of ass. So 
if you’re looking for an exciting back-seat fuck with an 
older guy, you’re going to have to look elsewhere. Is that 
honest enough for you?” 

Her eyes filled but to her credit, she held her ground. He 
admitted a kind of grudging respect, then cursed himself 
for it. She might be made of tougher stuff than the other 
girls of her type that he had known, but that didn’t make 
her any different. It didn’t make her any more honest. 
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“You prick.” She jutted up her chin, though he could see 
that it trembled slightly. “Feel better now? Feel in control, 
big man?” 

Without giving him a chance to respond, she turned on 
her heels and marched off, heading toward the car. Santos 
hesitated a moment, then started after her. 

He called her name, but she didn’t stop or look back. 
Finally, he passed her, then swung around, blocking her 
way. 

“Please move,” she said evenly, though he could see by 
her eyes that she had been crying. 

Something turned over inside him. Something warm and 
foreign, something he hadn’t felt in a long time. He cursed 
it even as he held it to him as if it were the most precious gift 
on earth. 

“I’m sorry,” he said roughly. “I shouldn’t have 
been—” 

“So mean’” she supplied, angry color staining her 
cheeks. “Such a bastard?” 

“Yes, to all of the above.” He looked her straight in the 
eyes. After a moment, she caught her bottom lip between 
her teeth. But she didn’t look away. Again he experienced 
that small, unwelcome quiver of respect for her. 

He pushed it away. Respect ranked right up there with 
“too close, too real.” Those were the last things he wanted 
with any girl. 

But especially this one. This one was trouble. 

“You push too much,” he said softly. “Too hard. You 
didn’t leave me much choice but to push back. A man like 
me doesn’t play nice, Glory St. Germaine. You should run 
far and fast.” 

“I don’t want to run. And I'm not going to.” She 
squared her shoulders and met his gaze. “I want to see you 
again.” 

“You’re determined, I'll give you that.” He folded his 
arms across his chest. “But it takes two, Glory. I’m too old 
and too experienced for you.” 
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“How old are you?” she asked, eyes wide with exagger- 
ated innocence. “Forty?” 

“Very cute. I’m nineteen.” 

She mock-shuddered. “Ancient.’ 

He laughed and by unspoken agreement, they began 
walking. “Not ancient. But passed the age of consent. 
You’re not. Besides, it’s more than that. There’s more than 
chronological years between us.” 

She opened her mouth, he knew, to ask him what he 
meant. He didn’t give her the chance. “Let me ask you a 
question.” 

“Shoot.” 

“Why do you want to see me again?” 

“Why?” she echoed, obviously surprised by his ques- 
tion. “Because I do.” 

“The old ‘go for it* thing again. Sorry, not good 
enough.” 

She frowned, though he wasn’t sure whether with an- 
noyance or thought. After a moment, she said, “Well . . . 
you’re really cute and ... a great kisser.” 

He laughed, more pleased than he should have been. 
“Cute and a great kisser. I’m overwhelmed.” They reached 
the end of the seawall, and he touched her elbow, steering 
her back toward her car. 

They walked in silence a moment. He glanced at her from 
the corners of his eyes. “What school?” he asked, refer- 
ring to her uniform. 

“Academy of the Immaculate Conception.” 

He stopped. “You’ve got to be kidding.” 

I m not. 

He tipped his head back and roared. “Are all the Im- 
maculate Conception girls as immaculate as you are?” 

No. Her lips lifted. ‘ ‘I pride myself on being the wild- 
est A.I.C. girl, at least in the sophomore class. And I’m 
quite sure Sister Marguerite would agree with me.” 

The school principal?” When Glory nodded he made 
a sound of sympathy. “She sounds tough.” 
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“You really are a little firecracker,” he murmured, even 
as he lowered bis bead to hers. 

He took her mouth in a quick, hard kiss. She made a 
sound, deep in her throat It affected him like a swift punch 
to his gut. 

He drew away, startled. That brief kiss had affected him 
more than the longer, more passionate one earlier. 

She was a firecracker, all right. If he wasn’t careful, this 
whole thing was going to blow up in his face. 

He touched the tip of her nose with his index finger. 
“Thanks for the ride.” He straightened, turned and started 
toward the neutral ground and the streetcar stop. 

“Santos!” 

He stopped and looked over his shoulder at her. She 
grinned. “See you around.” 

For one long moment, he gazed at her. She made a 
fetching picture, on her knees, elbows resting on her seat 
back, her dark hair falling across her face. He felt a mo- 
ment of regret, then lifted his band in a final wave. 
“Goodbye, Glory.” 

He turned and walked away, vowing to never see her 
again. 



An entire day passed before Glory realized she knew 
nothing about Santos but his name. The realization sur- 
prised her only mildly: she had been so busy mooning over 
him, so busy wallowing in the memory of his mind-blowing 
kisses, that she had been unable to think of anything else. 

She still couldn’t. She had never met anyone like him; the 
other boys she had known and kissed seemed like babies to 
her now, boring, and shallow and immature. 

Santos had stolen her heart already. She would die if she 
didn’t see him again. Just die. She had to find a way. 

The streetcar approached, the one Liz arrived on every 
morning, and Glory all but bounced up and down in ex- 
citement She hadn’t been able to call her friend the night 
before She had arrived home and found her mother and 
father in an odd, elated mood. Her mother hadn’t asked 
her more than where she had been; her answer of the li- 
brary with Liz had satisfied her. 

That in itself had been odd. Her answers never satisfied 
her mother; she never just accepted them. But she had last 
night. Thank goodness. If she had looked at or questioned 
Glory too closely, she would have known her daughter was 
up to something. 

Glory had decided that it must have been fate. She and 
Santos were meant for each other. 

Her mother had insisted they all go to the Renaissance 
Room for dinner, another odd occurrence. And all through 
the meal her mother had chattered, sounding more like a 
teenager than Glory. 
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Her father’s behavior, too, had seemed out of character 
to Glory. He had drunk less and looked at her mother 
more— and with affection . 

Glory didn’t know what was going on between her par- 
ents. For a week they had barely spoken to each other. In 
her sixteen years, Glory had lived through their many 
fights, their many angry and punishing silences. But even 
during those times there had always been something be- 
tween them, something hot and strong. She had always be- 
lieved, for better or worse — for she did not think her father 
was happy— that her parents would be together forever. 

But this time, this forbidding silence, had been differ- 
ent. It had been more than angry or hurt. It had been ugly 
and so very cold it had sometimes made her shudder to look 
at the two of them together. Glory had thought their mar- 
riage was over. 

After talking to Li z, Glory had hoped it was over. Liz 
had assured her that, at sixteen, she would be allowed to 
choose which parent she wanted to live with. Glory had 
even begun to daydream about what it would be like, liv- 
ing only with her father, going day after day without her 
mother’s constant suspicions and criticism. 

Last night’s dinner had put an end to those fantasies. Her 
parents had seemed happier than they had in a long time. 

A part of her had been angry at her father; she couldn’t 
understand what he saw in her mother or what her moth- 
er’s hold on him was. Another part of her had been re- 
lieved. By focusing their attention on each other, they had 
left Glory to wonder about Santos. 

The streetcar screeched to a halt; a moment later Liz 
hopped off. “Hey, Glo. What’s up? You didn’t call me last 
night.” 

Glory grabbed Liz’s arm and tugged her away from the 
group of A.I.C. girls who had alighted the vehicle with Liz. 
I have to talk to you. Alone. It’s really important.” 

Liz glanced over her shoulder, then back at Glory. She 
lowered her voice. “What is it?” she asked. “Your par- 
ents? v 
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Glory fell silent a moment, gathering her thoughts, not 
quite believing what she was about to say. She met her 
friend’s gaze once more, feeling her cheeks heat. You re 
going to think I’m crazy, but I had this overwhelming feel- 
ing, this certainty that he . . . that he was the one.’ ’ 

Liz swallowed audibly, her eyes wide. “The one?” 
“Yeah.” Glory hugged her books tighter. “The One. The 
guy. . . the man ... for me. My destiny or something.” 
“You mean, like your soul mate?” 

They passed under the academy’s wrought-iron arch- 
way. Glory nodded and drew a deep breath. “At that mo- 
ment, I would have done anything for him.” 

“That’s so cool. And it sounds so romantic.” Liz shiv- 
ered. “But it scares me, too, Glory.” 

“It doesn’t scare me.” She twirled around, laughing. “I 
feel like I could walk on air!” 

“While you’re up there,” Liz said dryly, “tread lightly. 
Sister Marguerite has her eyes on you right now.” 

Sure enough, Sister Marguerite stood just outside the 
front doors, her eyes on Glory. Glory stopped and turned 
toward her friend, wanting to talk more without being 
overheard by the principal. “I have to see him again, Liz. 
I just have to.” 

Liz clutched her books closer to her chest. “But how? I 
mean, how are you going to find him?” 

“I figured I’d ask around the hotel, see if anybody knows 
why he was there. He was delivering something to the third 
floor and that’s where the executive offices are. He might 
even have delivered something to Daddy. I’ll talk to his 
secretary.” 

The warning bell rang and several clusters of girls hur- 
ried past them, many of whom called out a greeting or 

waved. Glory started forward, but Liz caught her hand 
stopping her. ’ 


“Be careful, Glory. Santos doesn’t sound like the type of 
g^your mother would approve of. If she gets wind of 
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When her vision cleared, she saw Santos. He s;.ood jtist 
beyond the school’s gate,_ his head averted as he watched 
each girl pass, as if looking for one certain girl. Fie had 
come for her. He felt the same as she did. He must. 

Glory’s heart burst into dizzying flight, and for a mo- 
ment she couldn’t find her breath. When she did, she 
grabbed Liz’s arm. “That’s him, Liz. It’s Santos.” 

Liz stopped. “Where?” 

“There. Standing beyond the gates to the right. In the 
black T-shirt and sunglasses.” 

“Are you sure? I can’t see his face.” 

“It’s him. I’d know him anywhere. Oh, God, what do I 
do now?” Still clutching her friend’s arm, she dragged her 
back into the school. “I can’t breathe. I feel like I’m going 
to faint.” 

“Calm down. You don’t want anyone to hear you.” Liz 
glanced quickly around them, then back at Glory. “If you 
don't feel good about this, don’t go out there. If you’re 
scared—” 

“It’s not that. It’s—” Glory sucked in a deep breath, 
light-headed with happiness. “He’s here, so maybe 
he . . . maybe he feels the same way I do. Just like you said, 
fate’s given me another chance.” 

“Then get your butt out there.” 

“Come meet him.” Glory laughed again and caught 
Liz’s hands. “I want you to meet him.” 

“I don’t think so.” Liz shook her head, and freed her 
hands from Glory’s. “Unlike you, boys really do terrify 
me. I never know what to say, and I hate feeling so awk- 
ward and ugly.” 

“You’re not ugly, you’re—” 

Go.” Liz nudged her. “You don’t want him to <ret 
away.” 

Thanks, Liz. You’re the best.” Glory smiled at her 
1 friend, then turned and raced outside to meet her destinv 
She was too late. 
i j He was gone. 
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He had recovered his sanity in time, before Glory had 
seen him, before harm had been done. 

Before he had actually laid eyes on her and been unable 

to walk away. 

Santos reached the stairs and took them to the third 
floor. He found Mrs. St. Germaine’s office, handed Lily’s 
correspondence to her, took the one she offered in return 
and left the office. The entire transaction took place with- 
out them speaking a single word to each other. 

The dislike he had initially felt for Glory’s mother had 
grown in the weeks since he had first met her. And it had 
festered. He found her to be the coldest, most unpleasant 
woman he had ever met. He wondered how someone with 
as much life and fire as Glory could be her daughter. 

Once again, Santos took the stairs. He reached the lobby 
in moments and started for the hotel’s front entrance. As 
he strode toward the doors, he told himself to keep his gaze 
forward, he told himself it was better off this way, that 
seeing Glory would be a mistake. 

Even so, he looked for her. Against his better judgment, 
he hoped he would see her. That he couldn’t control his 
own thoughts annoyed the hell out of him. 

It was ridiculous. He was obsessed with a spoiled little 
flirt who had probably not given him a second thought. 

Santos made it across the St. Charles lobby and stepped 
outside. He released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been 
holding. He had made it. He had run Lily’s errand with- 
out seeing Glory. 

But the hell of it was, he wasn’t sure which he felt more 
keenly— relief or disappointment. 

Santos smiled at the doorman, then started for his car 
walking briskly. He had parked it several blocks up, on a 
side street. He turned onto the street, then stopped, sur- 


Glory leaned against the front passenger side of his Ca- 
maro, her face lifted to the sun. She wore blue jeans * 
white sweater and a short, leather jacket. 

She was incredibly beautiful. 
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She was as persistent as a bulldog, but a hell of a lot 
prettier. He was flattered and, truthfully, impressed by her 
nerve. But enough was enough. 

He shook off her hand. “I know what you’re all about 
Glory St. Germaine. And I don’t want to play.” 

She drew her eyebrows together. “What do you mean?” 
He thought of Hope St. Germaine, of the way she looked 
at him, as if he were one level below scum, and imagined 
what her reaction to him and her daughter talking would 
be. 

Oh, no. He understood Glory St. Germaine very well. 
“You’re rebelling. Against mommy and daddy. Against 
the limitations of your privileged life. You want to prove 
something, to them or to yourself. You want to be a little 
reckless, you want a short walk on the wild side. How bet- 
ter to do all that than by chasing a bad boy like me.” 

She paled. “That’s not true.” 

“Right. I’ve been down this road before, babe. I’ve 
known girls like you before. Lots of them. And I know 
there’s nothing there.” 

She shook her head. “There is something between us. I 
feel it, and I think you do, too.” He opened his mouth to 
deny her words, she cut him off. “And I’m not like the 
other girls you’ve known. I’m not.” 

“You are, sweetheart. Sorry.” 

He made a move to turn away from her, she caught his 
arm once more. “You’re the one playing a game. Not me.” 
She sucked in a quick breath. “Why are you doing this? 
Why the big act?” 

“It’s not-” 

“I saw you,” she interrupted evenly. “At the school. My 
school.” She searched his gaze. “If there’s nothing be- 
tween us, why were you there? ” 

He narrowed his eyes. Furious at her. And at himself. 
For getting tangled up in this no-win situation, for want- 
ing her despite all the reasons he shouldn’t. “Maybe I was 
waiting for some other underage firecracker.” 
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rebellion games with other people’s feelings because you’ve 
never had to care about anyone but yourself.” 

He had hurt her, he saw. This time, he had penetrated her 
cocky self-confidence and cut her to the bone. Even though 
he had meant to, he felt no pleasure in it. 

“How do you know?” She asked, her voice thick. 
“What makes you think you know what I’ve seen or felt? 
You don’t know anything about me.” 

“Look at you. What’s not to know? You go to that 
fancy-ass private school. I’ll bet your parents had to regis- 
ter you at birth, and that the tuition is more than most 
people earn in a year. I’ll bet, too, that you live in the Gar- 
den District. In a mansion that’s on the historic New Or- 
leans walking tour. You have servants, two or three, and the 
only time people like me are let in is through the back en- 
trance, as servants. Daddy may have a Rolls, Mommy has 
plenty of diamonds and at least two furs.” 

This time, it was Glory who tried to turn away, Santos 
who stopped her. He forced her to meet his eyes. “You’re 
so matter-of-fact about what you have. ‘I’ll own the St. 
Charles one day,’ you told me that first day we met. You 
have no fucking idea what that means. You are so narrow, 
you have no conception of the kind of life you live. You and 
I, princess, have nothing in common.” 

Her chin trembled; her eyes brimmed with tears. But the 
tears didn’t fall; she didn’t allow them to. He wished they 
would; he wished she was made of softer, shallower stuff. 
He wished she was one hundred percent the girl he accused 
her of being. This would be so much easier. 

( ‘‘You’re the one who’s prejudiced,” she said softly. 
“You’re the one who judges people by what they have or 
don’t have. Not me.” 

“If I do, I’ve earned it.” 

She stiffened her spine. “Maybe you have, but that girl, 
that’s not me. I don’t care about the things my parents 
have. They don’t mean anything to me.” She held out a 
hand to him. “And they’re not who I am.” 
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He caught her hand, angrier than before. Because she 
reached a place inside him that she had no business touch- 
ing. A place he didn’t want touched, especially not by 
someone like her. And because he knew he was right; yet, 
irrationally, he wished he was wrong. 

If she understood, she would leave him alone. She would 
run as far and as fast as she could. 

By God, she would understand. 

He tightened his fingers over hers and tugged her away 
from the car. Reaching around her, he unlocked the pas- 
senger door. He swung it open. “I want to show you 
something. Come on.” 

She rubbed her wrist. “What do you want to show me?” 

“That’s for me to know and you to find out," he 
mocked. “Get in.” 

“Not before you tell me where we’re going.” 

“Not so quick to trust now, are you, Glory St. Ger- 
maine? Maybe you want to call it quits? Maybe you should 
run home to mama?” 

v She caught her bottom lip between her teeth, obviously 
frightened. 

He smiled. “See, babe? I’m a scary guy. Just ask any- 
body you know.” He slammed the door, so hard the car 
shook. “Run on home, little girl. Go now, before you do 
something stupid.” 

Without waiting for a response, he went around to the 
driver’s side, unlocked and opened the door, then slid be- 
hind the wheel. He jammed the key in the ignition, twisted 
and the engine roared to life. 

He threw the car into First. The passenger door flew 
open, and she tumbled into the seat beside him. He swore 
silently. 

“Okay,” she said, her expression defiant. “Show me.” 

Without a word, he peeled out from the curb. He drove 
toward the French Quarter, navigating the noontime traf- 
fic without speaking, gripping the steering wheel so tightly 
his fingers went numb. 
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“Nice place, huh. Come on.” He caught her hand and 
started down the block, adrenaline pumping through him. 
He walked so fast she had to run to keep up. 

“Our little saga continues,” he said, “right here in the 
world-renowned French Quarter. After my old man’s un- 
fortunate run-in with a knife. Mama and 1 moved here. She 
had a cousin who lived here, a cousin who said jobs were 
plentiful and the living was easy. Of course, when we got 
here, the cousin was gone and jobs for uneducated, un- 
trained women were anything but plentiful.” 

They reached Bourbon Street and Santos turned onto it. 
“Here we are,” he said. “The street that never sleeps, home 
to bars and strip clubs and sex shops. Home to Club 69.” 
He saw it just ahead and tugged on her hand. “There it is 
now.” 

They stopped before the club. The hawker stood in front 
of the door, swinging it open, letting it shut, swinging it 
back open. With each swing of the door, Glory and San- 
tos— and everyone else on the street who cared to stop and 
gape—got a glimpse of a woman on the stage, mostly un- 
dressed, gyrating for the drunken audience. 

He hadn't been back— not to Bourbon Street or Club 69. 
He had avoided both, just as he avoided the memories. 
When they allowed him to. Most times, they simply swal- 
lowed him whole. 

“See that, Glory? Take a good look. That’s where my 
mother worked. That’s how she supported us.” 

“Don't do this, Santos.” Glory shook her head and made 
a move to turn away. " Please, it’s not necessary. It’s — ” 

“But it is necessary." He caught her shoulders, forcing 
her to face the door. The hawker leered at her, and Santos 
felt her shudder. 

“Look at that. Glory. Can you imagine? Not even two 
in the afternoon, and the place is already filled. Of course, 
my mother worked the late shift, the tips were better.” 

He rested his chin on top of Glory’s dark head. He 
breathed deeply, catching the ugly scent of the bar but also 
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the sweet smell of Glory’s shampoo. Both called sharply to 
his memory. And the memory cut him to the quick. 

“Can you smell that, Glory. Take a good whiff. That’s 
the way she always smelled when she got home from work. 
She’d reek of booze and cigarettes and dirty old men. I re- 
member how much I’d love Sunday mornings. She’d al- 
ways smell like flowers .” 

Glory made a sound. Part revulsion, part pity. He wasn't 
sure which hurt more. He tightened his fingers on her 
shoulders, seeing all this through her eyes. Seedy and crass 
and so very demeaning. He imagined how she would have 
looked at his mother, what she would have thought of her. 
It fueled his anger. “Come on.” 

He started back to the car, dragging her with him, his 
hand a vise on her arm. 

“Let me go.” She tugged against his grasp. “You’re 
hurting me.” 

He released her, and she stumbled backward. “You want 
to continue the tour, princess? Or are you ready to go back 
uptown?” 

“You bastard.” She caught her bottom lip between her 
teeth to keep it from trembling. “Why are you doing this?” 
“So you’ll understand.” 

Without another word, he turned and continued to the 
car, though more slowly so she could keep up with him. He 
unlocked it; they climbed in. He drove to the other side of 
the Quarter. 

Heart in his throat, Santos turned onto Ursuline Street. 
Another place, another street, he had avoided. He had not 
been back in the four years since the social worker had 
taken him away. 

He began to sweat— his palms, his armpits and fore- 
head. His hands shook and a feeling of dread settled over 
him, so heavy and dark that for a moment he couldn’t 
breathe. 

“Santos?” Glory reached across the seat, though he was 
only half-aware of her touch. “Are you all right?” 

He didn’t reply. He couldn’t. 
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Glory caught his hand and brought it to her mouth. Her 
tears wet his fingers. 

From the street came the blare of a horn and an angry 
shout. Santos had stopped his car in the middle of the nar- 
row street and jumped out; it was blocking the way. San- 
tos ignored the irate driver and curled his fingers around 
Glory's. “See how much we have in common, princess? 
You see who I am?” 

Instead of recoiling at all she had learned about him, in- 
stead of looking at ham in horror or pity, she put her arms 
around him. She laid her cheek against his chest and held 
him tightly. 

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, her voice tear-soaked but 
strong. She tightened her arms. “I’m so very sorry.” 

For one moment, Santos held himself stiffly, wanting to 
deny what she offered, deny what she made him feel. Then 
he closed his arms around her and buried his face in her 
sweet smelling hair. “I loved her,” he said, his voice low 
and strangled. 

“I know.” 

To the scream of horns, they held each other. 
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hours was inconceivable. It was as if she couldn t breathe 
without him, as if he were her sun and without him she 
would shrivel and die. 

So she called on Liz to help her, to cover for her while she 
and Santos spent time together, alone and in each other’s 
arms. 

The way she had tonight. 

Santos picked Glory up behind the movie theater where 
she was supposed to be seeing a flick with Liz and drove 
them to a remote area of Lafreniere Park, parked the car 
and turned off the headlights. The moment he did. Glory 
fell against him, laughing and lifting her face to his. He 
rained kisses over her face, tasting her eyelids, her cheeks, 
her chin and mouth, as hungry for her as she was for him. 

While he kissed her, she stroked him, touching every 
place she could reach, wanting so badly that touching 
through clothing was not enough. She tugged his cham- 
bray shirt from his jeans and ran her hands up his muscled 
stomach and chest. Smooth, hot and irresistible; touching 
his skin was like getting a feel of heaven itself. 

“I missed you so much,” she whispered between kisses. 
“I thought today would never end.” 

“Me, too.” Santos caught her mouth in a deep, hungry 
kiss. Then he broke away. “You taste so good. You feel 
so—” He groaned and caught her mouth again. 

They kissed for a long time, growing drunk on each 
other, intoxicated with arousal, light-headed with the need 
for fulfillment. She fumbled with his shirt buttons, he 
fumbled with hers. She unfastened the last and pushed the 
shirt off his shoulders; he tugged hers over her head. 

You re so beautiful,” he whispered, trailing his fingers 
across her shoulders, then the curve of her breasts, cov- 
ered in soft white cotton. Goose bumps chased his fingers, 

and she shuddered, aching for a closer, more intimate 
touch. 

She flattened her hands on his chest and leaned closer. 
She rested her forehead against his; his heart thundering 
oeneath her palm. This was the point they had always 
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stopped, the place he bad always stopped them. But she 
didn’t want to stop. She told him so. ^ 

‘ ‘You don’t know what you’re saying. , 

“Yes I do.” She reached behind her, unclasped her bra, 
then let it slip down her arms. The cold air stung her 
breasts her nipples drew up into tight, aching buds. 

Tor one unending moment, he simply stared at her his 
expression almost painfully tight. “Glory, he said fi- 
nally, bringing his gaze up to hers, his voice thick 

arousal “sweetheart, this is not a good idea. . 

She caught his hands. “Yes,” she whispered, bringing 
them to her breasts. “Yes, it . . .please, Santos, touch me 
With a low sound of pleasure, he did. He cupped her 
breasts, the heat of his hands driving away the cold. But still 
she shuddered. With arousal, with the need to have an even 
closer touch. She arched into his hands; then cned out and 
tangled her fingers in his hair as his mouth found her 

breast, then nipple. , 

So this was what real pleasure was, she thought, aazea. 
She hadn’t imagined being touched this way could be sc 
exquisite, so perfect and wonderful. This was the power hei 
mother had over her father, the power Eve had had ovei 
Adam. This heady, sense-stealing bliss could free or un 
prison, she realized It could be good or evil. With Santo 
it freed her; she felt as if she were riding on the wings o 
angels; his touch was so perfect. Being with him was si 
r *ght. . f 

He was her destiny; if she’d had even a glimmer ot 


doubt before, she didn’t now. 

Panting, he tore his mouth away and fell backwarc 
landing lengthwise on the seat, bringing her with hhn. SI 
sprawled on top of him, her breasts flattened against h 
chest, her sex molded to his. Hers soft, his hard— terribl 
exquisitely hard. 

“Santos, don’t stop.” She pressed her mouth tohisches 
Beneath her lips his heart beat wildly. Though the car w; 
cold, their warm breath fogging the windows, he w 
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bled around for her bra. She found it, turned her back to 
him and slipped it on. 

“I didn’t mean to hurt you. Glory,” he said quietly, 
handing her her shirt. 

She snatched it from him, then put it on, her fingers 
shaking so badly it took her three tries to get it buttoned 
correctly. “You were just telling the truth, right? Just be- 
ing honest. After everything, you still think—” She bit 
back the words. “Forget it.” 

“Maybe I don’t want to forget it.” 

“Tough.” 

“At least I was honest.” 

“Meaning?” 

“Meaning, you won’t even say what you’re thinking. 
Big, bad Glory is really just a chicken-shit.” 

He’d made her mad now. She hiked up her chin and met 
his eyes. “You big. . .jerk. You weren’t honest, not by a 
long shot. You still think I’m playing a game with you. You 
still think I’m a spoiled little princess who cares about 
nothing but myself.” 

' “Give me a reason not to.” 

She swung at him. He caught her hand; she swung out 
with her other. He caught that one, too, and brought them 
both to his heart. “Grow up. Kids sneak around. I’m not a 
kid.” 

“And you don’t know everything you think you do.” 

“Then clue me in.” 

She wrenched her hands free, hurt beyond measure. 
“Why should I? You think I’m a spoiled princess? Fine. 
Great. I’m not going to prove myself to you.” 

She glared at him, willing him to back down, to apolo- 
gize, but most of all, willing him to love her the way she 
loved him. Instead, he glared right back, as angry and de- 
termined as she was. 

Finally, he swore, looked away then back. “If you loved 
me the way you say, you would tell your parents about us.” 

Her heart began to thrum, and she caught his hands, 
begging him to understand. “That’s not true. You know 
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why 1 don’t. Why I can’t. I told you about my mother. I 
told you—” Fear choked her, and she struggled free of it. 
“Ask anything of me, Santos. Anything. And I’ll do it. 

“Anything but this?” She averted her ga 2 e, and he 
sucked in a sharp breath. “But this is the only thing I want, 
Glory. So, what are you going to do?” 

“She’ll destroy us. She’ll find a way.” 

He opened his mouth as if to say something, then shook 
his head. “And this won’t destroy us?” 

Her tears welled, then spilled over. He drew her into his 
arms, and she pressed her face to his chest, wishing they 
could go back ten minutes. If only they could, she would 
change the future, somehow she would make it better. 

When he spoke again, his voice was gentle, but his words 
firm. “I don’t like sneaking around this way, as if we’re 
doing something wrong. I don’t like lying. I don’t like what 
it means.” 

“It doesn’t mean anything, Santos. It doesn’t.” 

“It means you don’t think I’m good enough for you.” 
“No!” She struggled free of his arms. “It’s my mother! 
And my father. They’re the ones—” 

“Who would think I’m not good enough.” 

She heard the anger in his voice. The accusation. Not just 
toward them, but toward her, too. As if her being a part of 
them had somehow tainted her. As if being a part of them 
made their beliefs hers, whether she acknowledged it or not. 

Santos made a sound, part angry man, part hurt boy. “If 
my father had been in Comus, I’d be good enough. If I 
\yent to Tulane, if I were in premedicine, if my skin was as 
lily white as theirs, they’d understand our feelings for each 
other. Hell, they’d probably applaud them.” 

“Daddy’s not like that. He’s sweet and understanding, 
but . . . but he sides with her.” Bitterness and anger rose in- 
side Glory. “He’s always sided with her. No matter what 
she did or said.” 


, * of lying, Glory. We’re not wrong, but what 

were doing is.” He dragged his hands through her hair 
smoothing it away from her face. “We care about each 
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other. We shouldn’t be ashamed of that. We shouldn’t try 
to hide it.” 

“Don’t do this, Santos. Give me some time.” 

“I want you to meet Lily. Tomorrow.” 

He had told her about Lily, the woman who had saved 
him from the streets. Almost defiantly, he had told her 
about Lily’s past, as if he had expected her to cast stones. 
She hadn’t. How could she have? His Lily sounded kind; 
she sounded as devoted to Santos as he was to her; without 
her, Santos might have died. But still, Glory was afraid. 
Irrationally, dizzy ingly afraid. 

She shook her head, her chest so tight with fear that she 
could hardly breathe: fear of her mother’s power, of the 
future, fear that she would lose him. “If I meet her, it 
would be—” Glory squeezed her eyes shut, then opened 
them again. “I know you won’t understand, but I have this 
feeling, this terrible feeling, that once someone knows 
about us, it’ll be over. They’ll find a way to tear us apart, I 
know they will.” 

“This is such a bunch of bullshit!” The angry words ex- 
ploded from him, startling her. He threw down her hands, 
\ slid across the seat and out of the car. She followed him, 
shuddering as the cold, dark night surrounded her. 

He stood stiffly, his back to her, hands fisted at his sides. 
His breath made clouds in the frigid air. “I won’t go on this 
way. Glory,” he said quietly, not turning. “If you wanted 
me, if you weren’t ashamed of me,' you would tell your 
parents about us.” 

“I’m not ashamed of you! You have to believe me.” She 
went to him, tried to put her arms around him, but he 
shook her off. His rejection cut her to the core. 

She clasped her hands in front of her. “I’m anything but 
ashamed of you. I want to tell everyone about you. I want 
to show you off. Brag to the world that you’re mine.” 

“Then prove it.” He turned and met her eyes. At the ex- 
pression in his, hopelessness welled up in her. She was los- 
ing him. And her mother was winning. 
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She couldn’t let it happen. She wouldn’t. This time she 
would not let her mother steal her happiness from her. 

Glory stiffened her spine fighting her fear. “I’ll talk to 
my father. I’ll get him on our side. But first, I want. . .1 need 
to tell you something. About my mother. I want you 
to... understand why I’m so afraid of her. Will you lis- 


ten?” 

Santos nodded, and she began. Choking on the words, 
she told him about the library and little Danny, about her 
mother’s insane rage when she came upon them, about her 
brutal, unthinkable punishment. 

As she recounted the story, Glory gazed at Santos, but 
saw her mother’s face, twisted into something grotesque 
and terrifying. She felt the punishing rasp of the nail- 
brush, the sting of the burning water on her raw skin, heard 
her mother’s ugly, frightening words. She saw the blood 
leaking from her stripped skin into the water, turning it 
pink. 

“I will cleanse you, daughter. If 1 have to scrub the flesh 
from your bones , I will cleanse you.” 

As Glory spoke, she unlocked the horror of that day; 
with each remembered word, with each recalled image, 
hysteria built inside her, like a powerful killer wave that 
could swallow her whole. Glory felt it happening, but didn’t 
know how to stop or control it, didn’t know how to save 
herself from drowning in it. 

She began to shake, so badly she could hardly stand. She 
realized she was crying, sobbing. She curved her arms 
around her middle and sank to the ground. 

Santos crossed to her. He scooped her into his arms and 
carried her to the car. He bent and fitted her gently into the 
back seat, closed the door, then went around. He climbed 
in beside her, then drew her onto his lap and held her. For 
a long time, he held her that way, rocking her, making low 
sounds of comfort and reassurance. 

until she had no more tears, until the 
more than eight years ago had again re- 


And she cried, 
horror of that day 


220 Erica Spindler 

ceded to a deep, bitter place inside her. A stale, airless 
place, one without light or warmth. 

“I’ve never told anyone else,” she whispered, drained, 
exhausted. “Not even Liz. I wish I couldn’t even remem- 
ber.” 

He made a low sound of regret. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. 
Really sorry you remembered for me.” 

She glanced up at him; he met her eyes. In that moment, 
she understood how close to violence he was. She caught 
her breath. “Don’t be. I'm glad I told you. I wanted you to 
know.” 

She laid her cheek against his chest, comforted by the 
steady beat of his heart. “Whatever I love, she takes away 
from me. Whatever joy I find, she finds a way to kill. It’s 
always been that way.” Glory shuddered and nestled closer 
into his side. “She’ll kill us, too. Once she knows.” 

“I won’t let her,” he murmured, his voice edged in steel. 
“I promise you, she will not come between us. No matter 
what.” 

But he wouldn’t be able to stop her. No one could. 

Glory didn’t share that thought. The future would come 
soon enough, she knew. For now, she would cherish this 
moment and pretend, as best she could, that tomorrow 
didn’t exist. 

She brought his mouth to hers. 
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The Darkness called her name. Loud, clear, the call ech- 
oed in her head, drowning out all but its twisted snouts. 
Hope dropped the phone back into its cradle and orpugm 
her hands to her ears. She would not heed its cc~- 
would not succumb, not this time. 

The Call became thunder, and she fell to her k^ees. 
doubling over, panting like an animal. She pressed hs - aS.cs 
to her knees. She had made a deal with The Darkness. New 
she had to pay. Now, it demanded payment in fuIL 
The Lord’s Prayer ran through her head, as ci&Jhz 
words of the Rosary and the Twenty-third Psalm. They 
jumbled together, creating a disjointed mix of promise and 
plea. Hope clung to the words, using them as a way to push 
The Darkness back. 

“No,” she muttered, then repeated it, louder. She 
squeezed her fingers into fists, so tightly her nails dim into 
her palms. Through sheer force of will, she fought The 
Beast’s call. Finally, it dimmed. Finally, the thunder be- 
came a rumble, the rumble a murmur. 

Then it was gone. 

For long minutes, Hope remained on her knees dou- 
bled over, exhausted from the battle. Her heart slowed, her 
breathing became deep and even, her sweat-dampened skin 
cooled. Triumph spiraled through her. She was ssh. She 
had beaten The Beast again. 

Hope straightened, then got unsteadily to her t een ^oe 
went to her dressing table and sat down before the mirror. 
Sne gazed at her placid reflection, looking for a sine of The 
Darkness but seeing none. A small smile curved" her lips. 



222 


Erica Spindler 

and she unpinned her hair and began brushing it, two hun- 
dred strokes, same as she had since childhood. 

She pulled the brush through her hair, her palms sting- 
ing, thinking back to the moments before The Darkness 
had come for her. Her mother had called to whine about 
having difficulty coming up with the last of the money and 
to ask if Hope really needed the entire five hundred thou- 
sand. Her accountant, she said, had warned her against 
liquidating all her assets. 

Hope narrowed her eyes. She had battled The Darkness 
all her life. She had paid the price for her mother’s sins, 
again and again. And yet, her mother had the audacity to 
hesitate to do her this favor. Did her mother think she 
would have lowered herself the way she had, if she could do 
without the entire amount? Did her mother really think she 
could go to Philip now, after he had accepted her story 
about a loan from an old family friend, and say, “Sorry, 
but I don't have all the money, after all”? 

No, she needed that final payment. She had to have it, 
and had told her mother so, though in a simpering, 
pathetically distraught tone. So pathetic it had turned her 
stomach. 

Hope yanked on the brush, wincing as it dug into her 
scalp, her thoughts turning to Philip. Oh, yes, he had 
grasped on to that story about an old family friend, grasped 
on to it like a lifeline. “You remember,” she had said to 
him, “the one who gave us the Baccarat stems for a wed- 
ding gift, the horrible ones we exchanged.” Conveniently, 
he had remembered, 

Hope made a sound of contempt. He had been so grate- 
ful to her for saving him from his own stupidity, that he 
hadn't asked questions. 

Though he’d had them. She had seen them in his eyes. 

Hope smiled at her reflection. She had been relieved. 
And disgusted. Philip was a spineless fool. 

In the mirror, she caught the reflection of Glory, trying 
to tiptoe by her half-open bedroom door. Hope swung to- 
ward it. “Glory Alexandra, is that you?” 
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“Mardi Gras will be in full swing by then. I’m afraid 
your little friend will have to do without you for the next 
few weeks/ * 

Glory paled. “My little friend?” 

“Why, Liz, of course.” Hope searched her daughter’s 
expression. “Who else could I have meant?” 

“No one,” Glory said quickly, hiking up her chin. “I 
just ... I would never refer to her as my ‘little friend.’ It 
makes her sound like a child.” 

Hope studied her daughter a moment, then picked up the 
brush. “You know, Glory, if I find you have been lying to 
me, 1 will punish you. But if I find that you have been sin- 
ning against the Lord—” she met her daughter’s gaze in the 
mirror “—I will make you regret it.” 

Glory shook her head, her eyes wide. “I’m not doing 
anything. Mother. Really I’m n— ” 

“There are places I could send you,” Hope continued, 
enjoying watching Glory squirm, “where you would not be 
surrounded by constant temptation. Places where they have 
people who know how to control wayward girls.” 

Glory took a step backward, her face draining of color. 
“You would ... send me ... away?” 

“I would hate to, of course. I know how you would miss 
your friends and your home. But if I have to, I will.” Hope 
smiled at her daughter’s fear. “Do you understand?” 

Glory nodded. Hope’s smile widened. “Good. You look 
tired. Glory, and mass is early. You should go to bed.” 

Glory backed into the hall, then stopped. “Tell... Daddy 
I said good night. And that I. .. that I need to. . .” She shook 
her head, looking almost panicked. “Never mind.” 

Hope turned back to the mirror. “Close the door be- 
hind you, please.” 

Glory did as she asked. As the latch clicked into place, 
the brush slipped from Hope’s fingers, clattering onto the 
vanity top, sending several bottles toppling. The scent r- : 
Poison filled the room. Hope opened her shaking har 
and gazed down at her palms, stained with red. 

Sacrificial blood. Like that of Christ on the cross. 



Forbidden Fruit 


225 


The Darkness was determined to have its lamb. 

Hope brought her hands to her face. They were wet, 
sticky. A faint, musky scent mingled with that of the spilled 
perfume. Her stomach heaved, and she leaped to her feet 
and raced to the bathroom. 
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Liz grew more uneasy by the minute. She checked her 
watch and frowned. She and Glory had arranged to meet 
here, in the ladies’ room of the Fairmont Hotel, at nine- 
fifteen sharp. That had been ten minutes ago. Where was 
Glory? 

Liz stood and began to pace, a field of butterflies in her 
stomach. What was she doing? What had possessed her to 
agree to this crazy, dangerous scheme? She shook her head, 
suddenly dizzy with alarm. Switch places with Glory? Pre- 
tend to be Glory in front of four hundred or so people? She 
must have been insane. 

Liz crossed to one of the mirrors above the sink and 
gazed at her pale reflection. She shivered. When Glory had 
first suggested they switch places at this bal masque, Liz 
had been skeptical, though intrigued. It hadn’t taken Glory 
long to suck her into the idea, explaining that it wouldn’t 
be as difficult or risky as it sounded. She and Liz were the 
same size and general build; they even wore the same shoe 
size. The crowd was always huge, the ballroom dimly lit. 
Her mother never bothered her; her father stayed busy at 
the bar. If Liz kept her mask in place and stayed on the 
fringes of the room, their plan would go off without a 
hitch. 

Liz had not only warmed to the idea, she had become 
excited. She had always dreamed of going to a teal mas- 
querade ball, like the ones she had read about in historical 
accounts of the Old South and in novels. She was curious, 
too, to see how the other half— Glory’s half— lived. The 
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Liz shuddered at the thought and rubbed her arms. Hope 
St. Germaine terrified her, even though the woman had al- 
ways been cordial toward her, even though she greeted her 
warmly whenever she saw her. 

Liz didn’t believe the warmth for a moment, she didn’t 
buy the niceties. She had Glory’s mother figured out. Hope 
St. Germaine had decided that Liz Sweeney was a good in- 
fluence on her daughter, so she had sanctioned the friend- 
ship. For now. That could change, would change, if the 
woman suddenly decided that Liz was no longer the kind 
of friend she wanted her daughter to have. 

Hope St. Germaine was a powerful woman. And cold. 
So cold that sometimes when Liz looked into her eyes, she 
couldn’t suppress a shudder. Hope St. Germaine, llz knew 
with certainty, would not hesitate to ruthlessly wield that icy 
power against her. 

And if she did, Liz would have no way to protect her- 
self. Liz understood that very well. She was not only dis- 
tinctly without power, but in a vulnerable position, as well. 
As a scholarship student, she had to hold herself to the 
highest standards of propriety and morality. If she slipped 
up, she was out. The academy had made that abundantly 
clear. 

A mother came into the powder room, two small chil- 
dren in tow, both tired and crabby. She herded them into 
the bathroom, then into a stall, and Liz gazed blankly at 
them, her thoughts still on Glory’s mother. When she had 
tried to express her fears to Glory, her friend had insisted 
Liz was worried over nothing. Her mother did not suspect. 
And if she did somehow uncover her daughter’s romance, 
it would be Glory who was punished, not Liz. 

But Liz couldn’t shake a feeling of impending doom, 
coiled like a snake in the pit of her gut. Glory had told her 
about her and Santos’s fight. Glory had told her she in- 
tended to talk to her father soon; when she did, the jig 
would be up, all of them found out. Glory was scared, Liz 
knew, but not scared enough. Not enough to be cautious or 
play it safe, not enough to stop seeing Santos. 
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Not that she didn’t understand Glory’s feelings. She did, 
more than she should. Over the past two months, she had 
spent a good bit of time with Glory and Santos. Glory had 
said she wanted Liz to know Santos the way she did, that 
she wanted her best friend to think he was the greatest, too. 

And Liz did think Santos was the greatest. In fact, she 
thought he was the most wonderful guy she had ever met. 
He was smart and funny and gorgeous; he made her laugh, 
he made her think, he even made her feel pretty. Liz drew 
in a deep breath. And he didn’t think her being so smart 
was nerdy. He admired her intelligence; he had told her so. 
And they understood each other, in a way he and Glory 
never would. Because of their similar backgrounds, be- 
cause they had both, in a way, grown up having to make 
their own way in the world. 

She was more than half in love with Santos herself. 

She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. She de- 
spised feeling that way. She despised her tiny, niggling, 
hateful hope that Glory and Santos would break up. It was 
disloyal and dishonest— even though she would never act 
on her feelings. Her friendship to Glory came first. She 
would never betray her. Never. 

Not that Santos would ever look twice at her, anyway. 
Liz trailed a finger along the settee’s pretty mauve piping. 
Even if Glory wasn’t in the picture, Santos would be be- 
yond her reach. He was too good-looking, too cool for a 
little bookworm like her. 


Liz sagged against the plump cushions, drawing her eye- 
brows together, thinking of the future. Her future. Some- 
day she would be rich and respected and successful. She 
would come up with a cure for cancer or invent somethin^ 
that would change the world. Then it wouldn’t matter that 
she wasn’t pretty or curvaceous or bubbly. 

She narrowed her eyes in determination. A.I.C. was just 
Ac tegmnmg With top grades from the academy she could 
win a scholarship to any school she wanted. She would have 
everything she d always dreamed of. 
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The mother and her children emerged from the bath- 
room; she hustled them through the sitting area and past 
Liz, sending her a friendly glance as she did. Liz smiled at 
the woman, reminded of her own mother. As the door be- 
gan to shut behind them, Liz heard the little girl exclaim, 
“Look, Mommy, a princess!” 

Glory. Liz jumped to her feet. At last. 

Glory swept into the powder room; Liz caught her 
breath. Glory’s gown was made of a delicate, shimmery 
fabric, its color the rich jewel tones of a peacock feather 
and laced in gold braiding. Glory did look like a princess. 
Like the princess Liz had always fantasized being. 

Liz brought a hand to her chest, almost dizzy with ex- 
citement. “You’re late,” she said breathlessly. 

“I wanted to wait for the perfect moment to slip away.” 

“Your mother?” 

“Is playing queen bee, safely surrounded by a group of 
admiring matrons. She hasn’t looked twice at me all night.” 
Glory sucked in a deep breath. “This is going to be fun. An 
adventure.” 

“I’m so scared. I’m afraid I’ll wet my pants.” 

Glory laughed, then held a finger to her lips. They tip- 
toed to the handicapped stall, slipped inside and locked the 
door. Carefully, quietly, they exchanged clothes. Glory had 
solved the problem of the obvious differences in their hair 
with a beaded snood; she helped Liz with it and with the 
dress’s zipper, then carefully fitted on the elaborate feath- 
ered mask. Though it only covered half of Liz’s face, it 
concealed her identity. 

‘‘You look fantastic,” Glory whispered, eyes sparkling. 

“Do I?” Liz gazed down at herself, smoothing her hands 
over her waist and hips, thinking once again of Cinderella. 
“This is the most beautiful dress I’ve ever seen. It must 
have cost a fortune.” 

“You can have it. Santos is alt I want.” Glory hugged 
herself. “Tonight’s the night ail my dreams come true.” 

Liz looked sharply at her friend. Her cheeks were 
flushed, her eyes sparkling. Something was up. Something 
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more than their switch. Liz frowned. “Okay, Glo, spill it. 

What aren’t you telling me?” 

Glory opened her mouth as if to do just that, then shut 
it and shook her head. “Come on, you have to look at 
yourself in the mirror.” She unlocked the stall door, peered 
out to make sure the coast was clear, then grabbed Liz’s 
hand. 

They exited the stall and crossed to stand before the mir- 
ror. Liz made a sound of disbelief. And wonder. “Is it re- 
ally me?” 

“It is.” Glory smiled. “I told you you look fantastic.” 
Liz cocked her head to the side, studying her image, un- 
convinced they could pull this off. “Even with the mask, I 
don’t look like you.” 

“But you look enough like me. Just don’t get too close 
to Mother or Daddy.” 

Liz shuddered at the thought of Hope St. Germaine dis- 
covering their trickery. “Don’t worry. I don’t plan to get 
close to anyone. Especially her.” 

“Here." Glory handed Liz her evening bag, made out of 
the same fabric as the dress. “My lip gloss is in there. And 
a hanky. If someone gets too close, have a coughing fit and 
run to the ladies’ room.” 

Liz took it, her hand shaking. “I can’t believe I’m doing 
this." 

Glory pressed a hand to her fluttering stomach. “I have 
butterflies.” 

“Me, too.” Liz gazed at her reflection, wishing she 
looked a little more like Glory. “What if—” 

“No what ifs. We’re going to pull this off.” 

Be careful.” Liz caught Glory’s hands. “Make sure no 
one sees you.” 

‘ No one will.” Glory squeezed her friend’s fingers, 
otay on the fringes. Let Mother catch sight of you every 
on<» in a while. That will satisfy her.” 

“What about your father?” 

“I promise, he’ll be at the bar all night. Just don’t go 
near there. 6 
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Liz giggled nervously. 

yo^KoMeSSndSeAworid.rilu 
y °"0n tedS. Dotf.tSfblory. No. tonight.'’ 


door. Liz peeked - - 

one about, and she eased into the hall. GlowraugttinH 

Ed, pulling her back into the bathroom. Startled, Uz net 

aory bit J5S 

growing bright with tears. Do you thmk thin 0 ” 

f jST?. I jm. have to L kuow if I'm r doutg a 

Glory’s question, her uncertainty, at cteadvins 

stunning punch to her gut. She sucked ^ ^ u \ 
breath. ‘‘Oh, Glo. . .of course I think Santos loves you 

know he does. When he looks at y° u > * Santos looked 
Liz’s throat closed over the words. WhenSaosio 

at Glory, she ached. Because she wished * s °^ n ^ be . 
look at her that way, wished it with all her heart, 
cause she feared no one ever would. w 

She would never really be the princess. An 

never get the prince. He belonged to Glory. ac h. 

“When Santos looks at you,” she finished softly, . 
ing, “I see the way he feels. He’s crazy in love with you. 

“Then why won’t he tell me?” Glory s voice thl 5 
with tears. “If I knew he loved me, I could face anymiu 0 , 
Liz. Even my mother.” , . lint :t 

Liz didn’t have an answer for her, and it wasn t 
Glory had run to meet Santos and she bad made her way p 
to the ballroom, that Liz wondered what Glory had mea 
about worrying if she was doing the right thing. Wnat 
Glory planning to do? 
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Hope slipped out of the ballroom. Her heart beat rap- 
idly erratically. Under her elaborate beaded govm she wore 
an old-fashioned black corset, real hose and nothing else. 
The corset stays bit punishingly into her flesh, and she was 
grateful for the pain. 

She deserved to be punished. She was weak. And wicked. 
She deserved to be struck down by the almighty hand of the 
Lord. She heard the scripture in her head, pleading with her 
to stop, to go back. 

She tried to cling to it, but the voice of The Darkness 
drove it back, insisting on payment, on satisfaction. The 
Darkness demanded to be fed. 

Hope took the elevator to the fifth floor. She moved 
down the hall, without worry of discovery. If anyone hap- 
pened to see her, she would explain that she had taken a 
room so she could rest during the ball. As she had taken 
pains for everyone to know, she had been feeling quite un- 
der the weather for more than a week now. 

She neared the room. Her gown whispered against her 
legs like an illicit chant. With each step, the corset seemed 
to grow tighter, the pain becoming insanely erotic. The 
thunder of blood in her head reached a deafening cre- 
scendo. 


. Number 513. She stopped in front of the door and drew 
in a deep, trembling breath. Her procurer, a crude but 
clever little man, would have taken care of everythin^. He 
had done this for her before, many times. 

be'dSnrte 8 ?? t S e d< i or ; askin8 lhat to® P a «y “Side not 
be disturbed. She knocked, anyway; she was expected. 
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From inside came a sound, one that was not quite hu- 
man. Hope grasped the doorknob and twisted. The door 
swung open; she slipped through. The room was dark but 
not empty; she heard the man-creature’s soft panting. 

She fastened the lock and safety chain behind her. She 
unzipped her dress and removed it, careful to lay it out 
smoothly, then crossed the floor. 

She made out his form as she neared the bed. He was 
naked and prone, tied to the bed with velvet cords. 

With a guttural cry, she fell on him. 
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Santos stood in the doorway of Glory’s pool house, gaz- 
ing out at the swimming pool, finding it incredibly beauti- 
ful in the cold, moonlit night. A soft mist swirled up from 
the heated water, enveloping the area in a fUmy cloud, cre- 
ating a magical, private world. 

He had been hesitant to come here, to her parents’ home, 
though Glory had insisted that with her parents at the 
masquerade ball and the servants gone for the night, they 
would be alone, they would be safe. 

He was glad they had come here. It had been wonderful 
to be able to lie freely with her, to stretch out and enjoy 
being together. 

He sucked in a deep breath, growing drunk on the night, 
on Glory’s scent, still on his skin, on the realization that she 
was his now. 

He loved her. Santos squeezed his eyes shut. Dear Jesus, 
how had he allowed it to happen? 

Santos glanced over his shoulder. The bathroom door 
was still closed; he heard the faint sound of running water. 
She had been in there for many minutes, more time, he 
thought, than she needed to repair her hair and face. 

“Dammit,” he muttered, knowing he had hurt her. She 
wanted, longed for, a declaration of love from him. She had 
for some time; he had seen it in her eyes every time they 
were together, heard it in her voice each time she had said 
she loved him. 

Now, after this, after their having made love, she longed 
for it even more. 
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Their making love. Another thing he shouldn’t have al- 
lowed to happen. 

He stuffed his hands into the front pockets of his blue 
jeans. But she had offered herself so sweetly. And so pas- 
sionately. Even as he had told himself to stop, he had been 
unable to. Even as he had assured himself he could remain 
in control, it had careened out of his reach. 

He breathed deeply through his nose. She had been a 
virgin. Had been. No longer. Now she was his; he would 
never let her go. Not ever, not without a fight. 

She opened the bathroom door, and light spilled through 
the dark pool house and across his feet. A moment later, 
the light disappeared. 

She came up to stand beside him. “It’s pretty tonight.” 

“Yes, it is.” He drew her against his chest and wrapped 
his arms around her from behind. He rested his chin on the 
top of her head. “If I lived here, I would spend a lot of time 
right in this spot. Too much time, probably.” 

She murmured something he couldn’t make out and 
leaned more fully against him. He realized she was trem- 
bling and tightened his arms around her, fitting her body 
closer to his. “Cold?” he asked, rubbing his cheek against 
her silky dark hair. 

“Not now.” 

“Good.” He trailed his fingers through her hair, a fierce 
protectiveness moving over him. He would do anything for 
her. Face any demon; turn his back on all he had known; 
make concessions he would have sworn an hour ago he 
would never make. 

He loved her so much it terrified him. 

If only he could trust her as completely. If only he didn’t 
feel this nagging doubt every time he looked at her. She was 
too young. Too privileged. They were too different to ever 
belong together. 

If only she had faced down her parents. If she had, he 
wouldn't be afraid to give her his whole heart, he wouldn’t 
be afraid to trust her. He wouldn’t doubt. 
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A part of him understood her fear. But another part 
didn’t. He needed her to claim him, to proudly tell the 
world, her parents included, that he was the one she 

W Until she did that, he couldn’t give her what she longed 

for. . 

He wanted to. But he couldn’t. It was as simple as that. 
She sighed. He bent his head dose to hers. “You’re quiet 
tonight.” 

“I guess.” She nestled closer. 

“Are you sorry?” He held his breath, praying she didn’t 
answer yes. If she did, he didn’t know what he would do. 
He was sorry enough for the both of them. 

“No.” She tilted her face to his; she searched his gaze. 
“Are you?” 

“How could I be?” he returned softly, evading her. “It’s 
never been so . . . wonderful before.” 

That much was true. It had been almost painfully won- 
derful. 

She turned in his arms so she faced him. She lifted her 
gaze to his. “Have there been a ... a lot of girls?” 

“Not a lot.” He chose his words carefully. “But some.” 
She whimpered and curled her fingers into his open shirt. 
“Did you... care for them? Or for one of them... 
especially?” 

“No. Not—” His throat closed over the words and he 
cleared it. “Not in the way I care for you.” 

She searched his gaze for one moment more, then lifted 
her chin. “I’m not sorry,” she said again, almost fiercely. 
“I’m not.” 

He sucked in a deep breath, feeling as if he were drown- 
ing in emotion. He had to get a grip on his feelings, he had 
to keep this relationship in perspective. He acknowledged 
it was too late for that. Way too late. 

“I’m glad,” he murmured. “I would hate for you to be 
sad.” 

For long moments they simply held each other, not 
speaking but communicating nonetheless. Santos hadn’t 
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thought it could be like this between two people, a man and 
a woman. Hot and potent, yet sweet and enduring. It cer- 
tainly hadn’t been between his parents, or any other cou- 
ple he had ever known or observed. 

If only she were a woman. If only she were older. They 
could marry, run away together if need be, and never look 
back. 

“What are you thinking?” she asked, drawing slightly 
away to look up at him. 

He trailed his thumb across her full bottom lip. “Why do 
you ask?” 

“Because you sighed.” 

“Did I?” He hadn’t been aware of making a sound, and 
he wondered if she had somehow heard his thoughts. “I 
was thinking about if onlys.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

He smiled. “One of my social workers used to repeat this 
ditty, ‘If if and and buts were candy nuts, we’d all have a 
merry Christmas. Grow up, Victor.’ She wasn't a particu- 
larly sympathetic woman.” 

Glory tightened her arms around his waist. “I think I 
hate her.” 

“Don’t. I hated her enough for both of us back then. It’s 
okay now.” 

“So, what ...” She hesitated, as if questioning the wis- 
dom of her question, then blurted it out, anyway. “What 
were your if onlys about tonight?” 

“I think you know.” 

She did. He could tell by the way her eyes filled with 
tears, and she looked away. 

“It’s all right, Glory.” 

She returned her gaze to his. “Is it?” 

He nodded slowly. “Because it has to be. What time do 
you have to be back?” 

“Eleven-thirty.” He heard the regret in her voice. “I 
promised Liz I’d be back then, on the dot.” 

“It’s almost that.” 

Glory sighed again. “We’d better go. She’ll be fretting.” 
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“Mrs. St. Germaine, there’s a girl here to see you. A 
Bebe Charbonnet. She says she’s one of Glory’s friends. 
From the academy.” 

Hope recognized the name, frowned and glanced at her 
watch. “At this hour? How odd. Show her in.” 

Hope tapped her index finger against the gold rim of her 
china teacup. In the two days since the masquerade ball, 
Glory had been acting strangely. Excited. Nervous. Guilty 
but exhilarated. Now this. 

Mrs. Hillcrest escorted the teenager in. Hope swept her 
gaze over the girl. She wore her A.I.C. uniform; she looked 
like the proverbial cat with a saucer of cream. Hope smiled 
and stood. “Hello, Bebe, dear. Come right in.” 

Bebe stopped before her. She clasped her hands to- 
gether, two spots of color staining her cheeks. “Hello, Mrs. 
St. Germaine.” 

“How’s your mother?” 

“Very well, thank you.” 

“Do tell her I said hello.” 

“I will.” 

Hope took her seat, but didn’t offer one to Bebe. She 
took a sip of her tea, then patted her mouth with a napkin. 
“What can I do for you this morning?” 

“Well, I—” Bebe cleared her throat, obviously intimi- 
dated. “I don’t know how to tell you this, and I ... I want 
you to know I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t care so much 
about Glory. I hate to see her, you know, ruining herself 
over a . . . a boy like that. ” 
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Hope stiffened. So, that was it-a boy. She should have 
known. Glory was a Pierron, after all. She had The Dark- 
ness in her. “Go on.” 

“I was at the the ball Saturday night, and I saw— cebe 
drew a deep breath “-I saw her leaving the hotel to meet 

a boy. At about nine. They left in his car.” 

“Nine o’clock?” Hope searched her memory. That 
can’t be, Bebe, dear. I saw her at nine-fifteen and. . .after.” 

“That wasn’t her! It-” She bit the words back, as if re- 
membering suddenly to look sincere. She cleared her 
throat. “I think that was Liz Sweeney. Because I saw Liz in 
the hotel, and there was no reason she would be there. And 
I know that was Glory I saw leaving the hotel in blue jeans 
yet I, too, saw Glory minutes later. Or at least,” she added 
triumphantly, “I saw her gown.” 

A switch. Glory and her friend had enacted a neat little 
switch; they’d thought they could fool her. Devious, 
treacherous girls. 

Such deception would not go unpunished. 

“You noticed quite a lot Saturday night, Bebe dear.” 
Bebe’s cheeks grew pink. “Like I said, I wouldn’t even 
be here, if I didn’t care so much for Glory.” 

“I’m sure,” Hope murmured, deciding she did not like 
this sly, self-important girl. But she could find a way to deal 
with her later. 

Hope stood, shaking with anger. She crossed to the win- 
dow and looked out at the bright, cold day. “Do you know 
this boy? Does he go to Jesuit or Christian Brothers?” 

Bebe shook her head. “I don’t know him and he. . . he 
looks older. In fact,” Bebe glanced over her shoulder, then 
returned her gaze to Hope’s. “In fact,” she continued, her 
tone hushed, “he doesn’t look like the type of boy who 



him for me?” 

, da l k l D<l r* handsome - if you like that 

ype. He looks rough. You know. Kind of wild.” 
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Hope remembered something Philip’s secretary had told 
her, weeks ago now. That Glory had asked about that vile 
boy Lily had sent, that Vincent or Victor Something. Glory 
had asked the secretary if she had seen him, if she knew 
who he was. Of course, the woman had told her daughter 
no. But still, Glory could have found him, anyway. 

Hope narrowed her eyes. Whether that boy was the one, 
or whether it was another, she had to get control of this 
situation— and her daughter —immediately. It was obvi- 
ous to her now, she had been much too lenient with Glory. 

“You should get back to school, Bebe dear. Thank you 
for this information. You’ve been most helpful.” 

“I’m glad I could help.” The girl couldn’t conceal her 
glee. She all but rubbed her hands together. “I hope Glory 
and Liz don’t get in too much trouble. I mean, I would hate 
to think I’m responsible— ” 

“Don’t you give it another thought.” Hope walked her 
to the door. “I’m going to take care of everything.” She 
looked directly at Bebe. “And everyone.” 




Two days after the bal masque, during Sister Mary Cath- 
erine’s lecture on Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew, Liz’s 
worst nightmare became a reality. The principal sum- 
moned Liz to the office; when she got there, she saw that 
Hope St. Germaine waited for her. 

She and Glory had been found out. 

Liz gazed at the woman in dawning horror, then shifted 
her gaze to Sister Marguerite. She held out the green call 
slip, her hand shaking badly. “You. . .you wanted to see me, 
Sister?” 

The principal stepped forward, her expression forbid- 
ding. “Come in, Liz. Close the door behind you.” 

Liz did as the principal asked, though she could hardly 
breathe, she was so afraid. She searched for another rea- 
son Glory’s mother could be here with Sister Marguerite, 
for another reason she could have been called to the of- 
free, another reason they would look so grim. 

She came up with none. 

Door closed, Liz turned and faced the two women once 
more, clasping her trembling hands in front of her. She 
looked from Sister Marguerite to Hope St. Germaine and 
back. What were they going to do to her? 

Take a seat, dear.” Sister motioned toward the chair in 
front of her desk, then went and took her own chair. 

Pulse pounding in her head, Liz did, then folded her 
hands m her lap and met the principal’s eyes. 

Li ^?,° you have an y idea why I’ve called you to my office. 
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Liz shook her head and clasped her hands tighter in her 
lap. “No, Sister.” 

“You’re here because Mrs. St. Germaine has leveled 
some very serious charges against you.” 

“Against me?” Liz whispered, her voice sounding high 
and scared. 

“That’s right.” Sister looked at Glory’s mother, then 
back at Liz. “Can you imagine what they might be?” 

She shook her head, her mouth dry, her palms wet. “No, 
Sister.” 

Hope St. Germaine cleared her throat and stepped for- 
ward. “May I, Sister?” 

The principal hesitated, then nodded. “All right ” 

Hope faced Liz. “The time has come, young lady, to stop 
playing games. I know what’s been going on. I know you’ve 
been helping my daughter to trick me. I know you’ve been 
covering for her, lying for her.” 

It had happened, just as Liz had feared it would. Glo- 
ry’s mother had found them out; now they were both in 
trouble. Big trouble. 

Liz looked helplessly at the principal. She saw that there 
would be no help from the other woman, and her vision 
blurred with tears. Liz bowed her head. 

Why had she agreed to help Glory? Why bad she gone 
against what she knew to be safe and smart and done what 
Glory wanted her to do? 

“You’ve been helping facilitate a romance between my 
daughter and a totally unsuitable boy. Haven’t you, Liz?” 
Glory’s mother let the words, the accusation hang in the air 
for a moment, then went in for the kill. “Maybe you even 
encouraged her. Maybe the lies and tricks were your idea?” 

“No!” Liz jerked her head up. “That’s not true! It 
wasn’t like that!” Mrs. St. Germaine took a step closer, her 
icy blue gaze boring into Liz’s. Liz shrank against the chair 
back. “It wasn’t,” she said again, this time weakly. “I 
promise." 
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“Then why don’t you tell us what is true, Liz? Hope 
smiled, though without warmth. “We wouldn’t want to 

accuse you unfairly.” 4 . c . 

Li 2 drew a deep breath, feeling sick to her stomach. She 
wished she had never agreed to help Glory; she wished 
Glory hadn’t told her what she and Santos had done the 
night of the ball. And she wished she could lie about her 
involvement in the whole thing. But she had the feeling 
Hope St. Germaine knew everything anyway, and if caught 
in one lie, her position would only be worsened. 

“Well?” Hope demanded, impatient. “Did you aid 
Glory in her deception?” 

Liz nodded, but didn’t look up or speak. 

“Is that a yes?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” she murmured. 

“And on Saturday night, this last Saturday night, did 
you cover for Glory at the Leukemia Society’s bal masque, 
going so far as to change into her gown and mask so she 
could slip out of the hotel to be with this boy?” 

Liz nodded again. “Yes, ma’am.” 

Sister Marguerite made a sound of disappointment. 
“You had such promise, Elizabeth. We believed in you. 
How could you have let us down this way?” 

Liz lifted her gaze to the principal’s, her vision swim- 
ming with tears. “I’m sorry, Sister. I didn’t mean to. . . to 
let you down.” 

"The conditions of your scholarship are quite clear. 
Moral turpitude will not be allowed.” 

Liz jumped to her feet, panic taking her breath. “But I 
didn’t know! I didn’t do any—” 
u Calm down, Liz,” Glory’s mother interrupted softly. 
Perhaps, if you tell us everything you know, perhaps then 
1 H be able to convince Sister to be lenient with you.” 

A rush of relief moved over her. It would be okay, all she 
had to do was tell the truth. That wouldn’t be betraying 
Glory; they knew everything already anyway. 

Liz nodded and sat back down. “All right. What do you 
want to know?” J 
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“Start from the beginning, Elizabeth. Start from when 
Glory met this boy.” 

Nodding again, Liz began. She told them everything she 
could remember, beginning with the morning Glory had 
met her at the streetcar stop with the news about having met 
Santos, to the bal masque and what Glory and Santos had 
done together. 

When she had finished, Hope brought a hand to her 
chest, the color draining from her face. “Are you saying 
that my daughter. . . that she and this boy, that they—” 

She stumbled over the words, and Sister Marguerite 
stepped in quickly. “Elizabeth Sweeney, are you saying that 
Glory and this boy were together in an ... an unclean way? 
A way reserved for married couples only?” 

Glory ‘s mother hadn't known. Dear God, what had she 
done? 

“Elizabeth? Is that what you’re saying?” 

“Yes,” she whispered, feeling sick to her stomach. 

Sister Marguerite crossed herself; Glory’s mother sank 
onto a chair, her face ashen. 

“I didn’t know,” Liz said, tears slipping down her 
cheeks. “I only found out what they’d done.. .after. If she 
had told me what she . . . planned, I would have refused to 
help her.” She brushed the tears from her cheeks. “You 
have to believe me! ’ ’ 

“And why is that?" Hope asked tightly, curving her 
hands into fists. “You’ve already proved yourself a liar.” 
She brought a shaking hand to her head. “And now my 
daughter and this. . . this scum—” 

‘‘Santos isn’t scum! He’s really not, Mrs. St. Germaine. 
He’s a nice guy. And smart. He goes to the University of 
New Orleans, and as soon as he’s twenty-one, he’s going to 
the police academy.” 

“That’s enough, Elizabeth.” Sister Marguerite frowned. 
“I think we had better— ” 

“But you have to believe me! He loves Glory.” Liz wrung 
her hands and gazed beseechingly at Glory’s mother. “He 
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As quickly as it had twisted, the woman’s expression 
cleared. She straightened and glanced at Sister. “I can’t tell 
you how distressed I am by this situation. Glory attends 
A.I.C. to protect her from these kinds of influences. Phil- 
ip and I donate a great deal of money to this institution to 
ensure standards are maintained. I expect you to take care 
of this... situation immediately. Am I making myself 
clear?” 

Sister Marguerite sighed. “We could explore several 
other options first. I hate to act rashly—” 

“Rashly?” Hope repeated, lifting her eyebrows in cool 
outrage. “I hardly think what we’re discussing is rash. Let’s 
hope I don’t decide to act 'rashly’ at endowment time.” 

Sister Marguerite inclined her head. “I’ll take care of it, 
Mrs. St. Germaine.” 

Liz caught her breath, looking from one woman to the 
other, hysteria building inside her. Glory’s mother had said 
she would try to convince Sister to be lenient. Instead, she 
was the one insisting that Liz be expelled. Hope St. Ger- 
maine had lied, coldly and cleverly. She had just tricked Liz 
into betraying her best friend. 

What was she going to do? 

Heart in her throat, Liz leaped to her feet. She turned to 
- Glory’s mother. “Please, Mrs. St. Germaine, please don’t 
do this. Glory’s my best friend, I was only trying to help.” 
She wrung her bands. “I’d never do anything to hurt her. 
I promise I wouldn’t.” 

“It’s too late for that now, isn’t it?” The woman’s voice 
shook with controlled rage. “You’ve already done plenty 
to hurt her. She’s spoiled now. Ruined.” 

“I need this scholarship.” Liz started to cry, great rack- 
ing sobs of despair. “Please. I beg you, don’t have me ex- 
pelled.” 

“You should have thought of that before.” Hope St. 
Germaine made a sound of disgust and turned to the prin- 
cipal. “Sister?” 

The nun nodded, and Liz watched Glory’s mother leave 
the room. She turned back to the nun. She saw by the 
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pirvcea exDiession that she found this entire scene 
Stag ^distasteful. She saw that aU the pleading m 
lew Olid would be futUe. Bat she couldn’t just give up. 

“Please, Sister” she begged. “I need this scholarship. I 
promise I won’t get in any more trouble. HUnple my hours 
in the office, and the rest of the time 1 11 devote to my 

^“That’s enough, Elizabeth. I’m sorry, there’s nothing I 

can do.” , „ , , . . , 

“But I didn’t do anything, Sister* You re the principal, 

surely you can see— ’ ’ 

“The conditions of your scholarship are quite clear. 
You’re required to hold yourself to the highest standards, 
both academic and moral.” 

“But-” 


“You didn’t. I’m sorry, but you are no longer welcome 
at the Academy of the Immaculate Conception. I’ll call 
your parents.” 

Liz sank to the chair. She covered her face with her 


hands, crying into them. She had lost everything. Her 
scholarship. Her chance at the best colleges. Her future. 
Everything . She had lost everything. 

Sister handed her a tissue. “I am sony, Liz. You have an 
excellent mind, and I know you have a bright future ahead 
of you despite this setback. I hope you have learned some- 
thing from all this.” 

Liz blew her nose. “Wha . . . what about . . . Glory?” 

“That’s none of your concern.” 

The principal started to turn away. Liz touched her 
sleeve, stopping her. “But what will happen to her? Has she 
been expelled, too?” 


For a moment, Sister said nothing, then simply, without 
inflection, murmured, “Her mother, and the Lord, will 
deal with her transgressions.” 

Liz stared at Sister, stunned. She couldn’t believe what 
shew f hean Dg . She was being expelled for covering for 
lory s behavior, but the academy wasn’t punishing Glory 
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at all. How could Sister do that? It was so unfair. It was 
so— 

Then she understood. If her family donated the kind of 
money to A.I.C. that the St. Germaines did, nothing would 
be happening to her, either. The fact was, Hope St. Ger- 
maine wanted her gone, removed from Glory's life. And 
she had the money to see that her wishes became a reality. 

Anger at the inequity of it bloomed inside her. And bit- 
terness. So much for a Christian school. So much for the 
highest standards of moral behavior. 

She looked at Sister in accusation, and the nun shifted 
uncomfortably under her stare. “I’m sorry, Elizabeth. But 
you have to understand, I have a school' to run. I have to do 
what I feel is best for the entire student body.” 

“Oh, I understand.” Liz stood, trembling. She hiked up 
her chin. “Money talks and poor folks walk. Is that it?” 

“I’ll see to it that your permanent record isn’t marred. 
That’s the best I can do.” 

Liz squeezed her fingers into fists, battling hopeless, an- 
gry tears. She had just learned a terrible and costly lesson. 
A lesson that her father— an uneducated laborer-had al- 
ready known. 

Life wasn’t played on an even field. Money meant power, 
and everything could be bought for a price. 

Even a nun’s good intentions. 
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Santos waited for the St. Charles Hotel’s ancient eleva- 
tor. He slapped Lily’s envelope against his palm, wanting 
to open it, wanting to so badly his fingers itched to do just 
that, only barely fighting off the urge. He drew his eye- 
brows together. He needed to know what Lily was sending 
Hope St. Germaine, he needed to know what the two 
women’s relationship was. 

Only then would he know how to proceed. 

The elevator arrived, and he stepped onto it. He punched 
the button for the third floor and slipped the envelope into 
his pocket. That morning, he had begged Lily to give him 
the answers he sought; she had refused. Again. Instead, she 
had said that this was the last time he would have to make 
a delivery to Hope St. Germaine. 

He had found that odd, too. Something about this whole 
thing had his hackles up. Something about it didn’t add up. 
And he was going to find out what. Today. 

And today, maybe, he would tell Hope St. Germaine that 
he was in love with her daughter. Maybe. 

Santos drew deeply through his nose, tom by conflicting 
feelings. He had promised Glory he would not approach 
her parents, he had promised to give her a little more time, 
to wait until after Mardi Gras. But in light of what had oc- 
curred between them two nights ago, he felt they couldn’t 
wait. For better or worse, they had taken a major step in 
their relationship, one that demanded honesty. He and 
Glory had made a commitment to each other, the time had 
come to stand up and tell the world that they loved each 
other. 
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If Glory really did love him. 

The elevator shuddered to a halt. He stepped off, an- 
gling past a group waiting to get on. He was one selfish son 
of a bitch. He wanted to press the issue, have it out in the 
open so he could dispel his doubts once and for all. 

His chest tightened; his palms began to sweat, his heart 
to thrum. Fear. He recognized the symptoms. He didn’t 
fear Hope St. Germaine, but he did fear her power over 
Glory. 

And as much as he longed for the truth, he feared it, too. 
Because he feared losing Glory. He loved her so much it 
hurt. 

Santos started down the hall, moving in the direction of 
Hope St. Germaine’s office, a feeling of dread settling in 
the pit of his stomach. He shook it off and squared his 
shoulders. He had faced much worse than the likes of Hope 
St. Germaine; and as he had beaten those, he would her. 

As always, she was waiting for him. Something about her 
expression, coldly triumphant, made his skin crawl. He put 
off the sensation to his complete loathing for her. 

She came around the desk. “You have the delivery?” 

“Of course.” He took the envelope from his pocket. He 
, held it out, narrowing his eyes with distaste as her fingers 
accidentally brushed his. 

As was her custom, she checked the contents of the en- 
velope, then retrieved another for him to take back to Lily. 
She handed it to him. 

Santos looked at it, his mind whirling with indecision. 
Should he break his promise to Glory? He thought of the 
things Glory had told him about her mother, thought of the 
abuse the woman had subjected her daughter to. 

Glory had a right to be afraid. He would respect her fear 
and her wishes— for now . 

“Do you have something to say to me?” she asked, a half 
smile playing at the corners of her mouth. Again he expe- 
rienced the sensation of his flesh crawling. He met her eyes 
evenly anyway. “No. I guess 1 don’t.” 

He took the envelope, turned and crossed to the door. 
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- I know,” she said softly. 

Hand on the doorknob, he froze. 

She laughed. ‘‘That’s right, Victor Santos. I know. Ev- 


^He looked over his shoulder at her, not completely cer- 
tain he had understood her correctly. ‘ ‘Excuse me . 

“I know about my daughter’s little defiance with you. 1 


am not amused.” 

Several different emotions barreled through him: disbe- 
lief, surprise, relief. Dread. Heart thundering, Santos 
dropped his hand and turned back to the woman. 

“Don’t try to play dumb or deny it, Victor. I have 


proof.” 

He squared his shoulders. “I wouldn’t do either of those 
things. I’m glad you know.” 

“Are you?” She arched her eyebrows. “Why? You want 


to have it out with me?” 
“And what if Ido?” 


She laughed again. The sound slithered along his nerve 
endings. “Poor boy. She’s really done a number on you, 
hasn’t she? But then, I’m not surprised.” 

Santos fisted his fingers. He wouldn’t ask what that 
meant, no matter how much he wanted to. If he did, he 
would be playing right into her hands. “How did you find 
out?” 


“Why, Glory, of course. Eventually, she always tells. She 
can’t seem to help herself. She throws her little tricks and 
defiances in my face, usually in a fit of pique. Last night 
was no different.” 

Santos felt as if the woman had punched him squarely in 
the gut. He struggled to keep his feelings from showing. “I 
don t believe you. Glory and I—” 

“Care about each other,” she mocked. “Love each other 
maybe? 

He stiffened. “Yes, as a matter of fact, we do.” 

She shook her head, her expression pitying. “You mean 

vou ! 'And 0 d my d . aughter - Nothing/ She’s just slumming with 
you. And deep in your gut, you know it too.” 
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Santos struggled to keep his ^P re p°“ th ey were his 
woman’s words cut him to the core—! because y tbe 

own, the ones he had said to Glory only m 
ones he harbored in his heart. wasn’t 

He pushed the words, and his doubts, away. ™ 
like that. He believed in her; he believed in them. h0 

He took a step toward the woman. ‘ You re in >re 

hurts people. Not Glory. You stand there, thinKing ^ 
better than everybody else. Thinking y° u m so g ffle 
righteous.” He shuddered with distaste. Glory m 
about you, about what you did to her. A naubrus 

make me sick.” . looked 

For several moments, Hope said nothing, bbei 
surprised, shocked; Santos told himself those reacU ^ 
were not to what Glory had said, but by the fact tba 

had told him the truth about her mother. 

“What has she told you?” Hope asked, her tone JT 
pj n n pity. “And told you in an attempt, no doubt, to x. y 
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you satisfied with the nature of your little fling. Just an- 
other maneuver in her game, I'm afraid. A way to keep you 
from asking too many questions, a way to keep you from 
insisting on going to us. I’m sure she cried real tears, I’m 
sure she convinced you I was some sort of monster.” 

Santos flinched at her words, though he tried to hide it. 
He saw by her elated expression that he hadn’t been suc- 
cessful. 

‘‘She told me the truth,” he insisted doggedly, though his 
tone lacked conviction, even to himself. “I believe in her.” 

Hope narrowed her eyes and took a step toward him. 
“Do you really think my daughter could love someone like 
you? Do you really think she would choose someone like 
you to be with forever?” Santos felt each of the woman’s 
words like a physical blow. “Do you really think I would let 
my daughter be with a person like you? Please,” she said 
mockingly. “She's a St. Germaine. Who are you? A no- 
body. Nothing.” 

Everything she said mirrored his own thoughts and fears. 
Everything she said mirrored what he knew of the world, 
of the haves and have nots. Although it took every ounce 
of his strength of will, he remained outwardly calm and 
confident. 

Inwardly, his belief in Glory and their relationship was 
crumbling. 

He would die before he would let this arrogant and ugly 
woman know that. 

“It’s you who are in for a surprise,” he said softly, evenly 
and with a confidence he was far from feeling. “Glory and 
I love each other. We will be together. Just you wait and 
see.” He turned and started from the room. 

“See her again, and I’ll have you arrested.” 

Santos stopped, the coldly spoken threat resounding in 
the quiet room. He looked back at her, heart Jhunuenng. 

“Have you ever heard of statutory rape, or " i r- 
rowed her eyes on his. “1 see by your reaction 
have, though I can’t say I’m surprised. • 
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you satisfied with the nature of your little fling. Just an- 
other maneuver in her game, I’m afraid. A way to keep you 
from asking too many questions, a way to keep you from 
insisting on going to us. I’m sure she cried real tears, I’m 
sure she convinced you I was some sort of monster.” 

Santos flinched at her words, though he tried to hide it. 
He saw by her elated expression that he hadn’t been suc- 
cessful. 

‘‘She told me the truth,” he insisted doggedly, though his 
tone lacked conviction, even to himself. “I believe in her.” 

Hope narrowed her eyes and took a step toward him. 
“Do you really think my daughter could love someone like 
you? Do you really think she would choose someone like 
you to be with forever?” Santos felt each of the woman’s 
words like a physical blow. “Do you really think I would let 
my daughter be with a person like you? Please,” she said 
mockingly. “She’s a St. Germaine. Who are you? A no- 
body. Nothing.” 

Everything she said mirrored his own thoughts and fears. 
Everything she said mirrored what he knew of the world, 
of the haves and have nots. Although it took every ounce 
of his strength of will, he remained outwardly calm and 
confident. 

Inwardly, his belief in Glory and their relationship was 
crumbling. 

He would die before he would let this arrogant and ugly 
woman know that. 

“It’s you who are in for a surprise,” he said softly, evenly 
and with a confidence he was far from feeling. “Glory and 
I love each other. We will be together. Just you wait and 
see.” He turned and started from the room. 

“See her again, and I’ll have you arrested.” 

Santos stopped, the coldly spoken threat resounding in 
the quiet room. He looked back at her, heart thundering. 

“Have you ever heard of statutory rape?” She nar- 
rowed her eyes on his. “I see by your reaction that you 
have, though I can’t say I’m surprised.” 
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Fury dimmed his fear, making him reckless. In that mo- 
ment, he realized that without Glory, he had nothing left to 
lose. Santos took a step toward the woman, the blood 
thrumming crazily in his head. “That’s what you’d like to 
believe, isn’t it? That we don’t really love each other. Sony, 
Mama, but you lose. And we’re going to be together. For- 
ever, whether you’re happy about it or not.” 

Angry color stained the woman’s cheeks, and she nar- 
rowed her eyes. “You think so? Poor, delusional boy. You 
are nothing but a defiance to Glory Alexandra. A way to 
punish me and her father. For what? Giving her too much? 
For wanting her to grow up right? Poor little rich girl.” 
Hope clucked her tongue. “So what does she do? Goes out 
and gets involved with a totally unsuitable boy. The kind of 
boy she knows we would never allow her to see. She sneaks 
around like a thief, she lies, she uses her friends to cover for 
her. 

“It’s tragic, really. She’s always been this way. Reckless 
and defiant. And completely selfish. She never thinks about 
who she might hurt with her little games.” 

Santos struggled to keep his expression confident. The 
woman’s words cut him to the core— because they were his 
own, the ones he had said to Glory only months ago, the 
ones he harbored in his heart. 

He pushed the words, and his doubts, away. Glory wasn’t 
like that. He believed in her; he believed in them. 

He took a step toward the woman. “You’re the one who 
hurts people. Not Glory. You stand there, thinking you’re 
better than everybody else. Thinking you’re so good and 
righteous.” He shuddered with distaste. “Glory told me 
about you, about what you did to her. A nailbrush? You 
make me sick.” 

For several moments, Hope said nothing. She looked 
surprised, shocked; Santos told himself those reactions 
were not to what Glory had said, but by the fact that she 
had told him the truth about her mother. 

“What has she told you?” Hope asked, her tone drip- 
ping pity. “And told you in an attempt, no doubt, to keep 
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you satisfied with the nature of your little fling. Just an- 
other maneuver in her game, I’m afraid. A way to keep you 
from asking too many questions, a way to keep you from 
insisting on going to us. I’m sure she cried real tears. I’m 
sure she convinced you I was some sort of monster.” 

Santos flinched at her words, though he tried to hide it. 
He saw by her elated expression that he hadn’t been suc- 
cessful. 

“She told me the truth,” he insisted doggedly, though his 
tone lacked conviction, even to himself. “I believe in her.” 

Hope narrowed her eyes and took a step toward him. 
“Do you really think my daughter could love someone like 
you? Do you really think she would choose someone like 
you to be with forever?” Santos felt each of the woman’s 
words like a physical blow. “Do you really think I would let 
my daughter be with a person like you? Please,” she said 
mockingly. “She’s a St. Germaine. Who arc you? A no- 
body. Nothing.” 

Everything she said mirrored his own thoughts and fears. 
Everything she said mirrored what he knew of the world, 
of the haves and have nots. Although it took every ounce 
of his strength of will, he remained outwardly calm and 
confident. 

Inwardly, his belief in Glory and their relationship was 
crumbling. 

He would die before he would let this arrogant and ugly 
woman know that. 

“It’s you who are in for a surprise,” he said softly, evenly 
and with a confidence he was far from feeling. “Glory and 
I love each other. We will be together. Just you wait and 
see.” He turned and started from the room. 

“See her again, and I’ll have you arrested.” 

Santos stopped, the coldly spoken threat resounding in 
the quiet room. He looked back at her, heart thundering. 

“Have you ever heard of statutory rape?” She nar- 
rowed her eyes on his. “I see by your reaction that you 
have, though I can’t say I’m surprised.” 
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“That charge would be a bit difficult, seeing as we’ve 
never—” 

“Oh, but I have proof that you have,” she interrupted 
without inflection. “And I’ll have your head on a platter.” 

He met her gaze as evenly as she met his. “I’d like to see 
you try." 

“Do you think the police academy will take you then? 
Charged and convicted of statutory rape? And you will be 
convicted, Victor Santos. The St. Germaine family is quite 
powerful.” 

He hadn’t a doubt about the St. Germaine power. He had 
seen such power at work before, many times. “Say what 
you want, Glory would never—” 

“Glory will do whatever I say, whatever her father says. 
Despite her little defiances, she’s very much a St. Ger- 
maine. It’s to us she gives her allegiance- Her family. Don’t 
ever forget that.” 

“I have nothing more to say to you.” 

“Not even goodbye? Go to hell, maybe?” 

Santos turned and crossed to the door. 

“That’s right,” she called after him, “go back to your 
rty whore. Ask her about me. Then ask her if you're good 
lough for Glory.” 

Santos swung back to the woman. “What did you just 
y? Repeat it.” 

“Which part?” She laughed. “The part about Lily be- 
ing a dirty whore? Or the one about you not being good 
enough for Glory? And you’re not, you know. You’re as 
low, as dirty, as the whore you live with.” 

He flexed his fingers, furious. He could kill her now, 
happily, with his bare hands. He had never hated as he did 
at this moment, never with such depth and fire. He now 
understood something of the human condition that he 
hadn’t before, something of the extremes one could go in 
anger. 

He strode to where Hope St. Germaine stood, stopping 
mere inches from her. He met her eyes. 
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“Say what you want about me,” Santos said softly but 
with an edge of steel, “but never speak ill of Lily again. If 
you do, you’ll regret it. I promise. I’ll make you regret it.” 
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Glory waited at the locker she and Liz shared. She 
frowned and checked her watch for the third time. Twelve- 
twenty. Where was Liz? She had waited here for her friend 
after second period, then again after third. She could ex- 
plain away those no-shows; the ten-minute break between 
class didn’t leave much time if you had to run an errand for 
one of the teachers— a frequent occurrence for Liz— or if 
you had to visit the bathroom. But missing lunch? 

Glory glanced up, then down, the hall, her frown deep- 
ening. This wasn’t like Liz, not at all. Her friend was al- 
most compulsively punctual. Usually, it was Glory who was 
late, Glory who had to be waited for or hurried. 

So, where was she? 

A girl Glory recognized as being in Liz’s third-period 
class strolled by, chatting with another girl. Glory hurried 
after her. 

“Pam,” she called. “Wait.” 

The girl stopped and turned. “Hey, Glory. What’s up?” 

“Have you seen Liz?” 

“Liz Sweeney?” When Glory nodded, the girl shook her 
head. “Haven’t seen her. She wasn’t in class.” 

Glory thanked the other girl and returned to the locker. 
Something wasn’t right. Something had happened. 

Her mother had found them out. 

Even as her heart began to thud uncomfortably against 
the wall of her chest, she called herself a fool. If her mother 
had found her and Santos out, Glory would have been the 
first to hear about it. Not Liz. 
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No, her friend had probably gone home sick. Or maybe 
one of her brothers or sisters had taken ill and Liz had been 
called home to help her mother. 

It had happened before. Sure it had. 

Glory shut the locker and started for the office. She 
would simply ask, and if Liz had gone home sick, she 
would give her a call and see how she was doing. 

Moments later, she stepped into the office area. The sec- 
retary sat at her desk, eating yogurt. 

“Hi, Mrs. Anderson.” 

The woman looked up. A strange expression crossed her 
face’. “Hello, Glory. What can I do for you?” 

“I’m looking for Liz Sweeney. Have you seen her?” 

The woman’s cheeks turned bright red. “Not since this 
morning.” 

Glory frowned. “Did she go home sick or something?” 
“Well, I—” The woman coughed, took a sip of her Diet 
Coke, then coughed again. “I don’t think—” 

Sister Marguerite’s door opened. “Joyce, could you get 
me . . .” The principal’s words trailed off as she saw Glory. 
“Hello, Glory. What can we do for you?” 

“Hello, Sister.” Glory hugged her books to her chest. 
“I’m looking for Liz Sweeney. Did she go home sick?” 

The principal frowned. “Aren’t you supposed to be at 
lunch now?” 

“Yes, Sister, but—” 

“I suggest you go. Nothing here concerns you.” 

Panic took Glory’s breath. “What do you mean? 
Where’s Liz? Is she all right? Why wasn’t she in class?” 

The principal made a sound of annoyance. “I suppose 
you 11 hear soon enough. Elizabeth Sweeney will not be re- 
turning to the academy. Now, I suggest you — ” 

What do you mean, ‘she won’t be returning to the 
academy’?” Glory took an involuntary step backward, 
^eeling as if the rug had been pulled out from under her. 

“T not ? ’ Glory heard the note of hysteria in her voice, 
but couldn’t quell it. “I don’t understand.” 
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“You don’t have to. As I said before, this is no concern 
of yours. Now, if you don’t return to the cafeteria, I’ll be 
forced to put you in detention and call your mother.” 

Liz had been expelled. Glory brought a shaking hand to 
her mouth. Why? What had her friend done? 

Besides help her? 

Heart in her throat. Glory turned and ran from the of- 
fice. But instead of turning toward the cafeteria, as Sister 
had instructed her to do, she ran for the main entrance. 

Sister Marguerite called out behind her; Glory didn’t 
even hesitate. She had to see Liz. She had to make sure her 
friend was all right. She had to know what had happened. 

Her mother. Dear God, let it not be that. 

What else could it be? 

She reached her car, unlocked it and slid behind the 
wheel. Only then did she glance behind her, half expecting 
to see an army of nuns, habits and rosaries flying behind 
them as they chased her. The parking lot was deserted. Not 
even Sister Marguerite or Mrs. Anderson followed. 

Glory started the car, roared out of her parking space, 
then the lot. She darted into traffic, earning the blare of 
several horns. 

Glory knew how much this scholarship had meant to Liz. 
She would be devastated. 

Glory squeezed the steering wheel, fighting hysteria and 
a feeling of being totally lost. Totally alone. Her best 
friend. What would she do without her? 

Glory broke every speed limit in her haste to reach Liz’s 
house, and made it there in record time. She had only been 
inside the building twice before; usually, she picked Liz up 
at the curb out front. Liz’s father didn’t like her and had 
made no secret of it. Glory didn’t care for him, either, so 
having a reason to stay away had been a relief. 

She climbed out of the car, raced across the sidewalk, 
then into the building and up the sagging central staircase. 
Liz’s family occupied half the top floor of the old four-plex. 
As she neared their front door, she heard the sound of 
fighting. Liz’s mother and father, she realized, cringing at 
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The fighting ceased momentarily; the door creaked open. 
Through the crack, Glory saw her friend’s tear-streaked 
face. Her heart turned over. “It’s me,” Glory whispered. 

Liz slipped out, shutting the door behind her. They 
hugged, holding tightly to each other. When they parted, 
Glory searched her friend’s devastated expression. Liz’s 
eyes were red and puffy from crying, a bright red mark 
marred her left cheek. 

Liz's father had hit her. 

A lump formed in her throat, and Glory gathered her 
friend’s hands in her own. “When you didn’t show for 
lunch, I went to the office, and Sister Marguerite said you’d 
been expelled. I couldn’t believe it. What happened?” 

“It was so awful.” Liz started to cry and Glory put her 
arms around her. “What am I going to do? I’ve never seen 
my father so angry. And Mama's hysterical. I don’t want to 
go back to my old school, Glory.” 

Glory started to cry, too. “How could they expel you? 
You have the best grades in the whole sophomore class.” 

Liz drew away, wiping the tears from her cheeks with the 
heels of her hands. “You don’t know?” 

“No.” Glory searched her friend’s gaze, heart thunder- 
ing. “Sister told me it was none of my concern.” 

“None of your concern?” Liz made a sound that was 
part laugh, part sob. “Your mother did it. I was called out 
of second period, and she was waiting for me.” 

“My mother?” Glory repeated, feeling the words like a 
punch to her gut. “My mother was there?” 

, a , w ^ uk aw ftil.” Liz brought her hands to her 
tace. She knows, Glo. She knows everything.” 

Glory stared at her friend, a numb sensation moving 
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Liz brushed at her tears. “She knows everything. About 
Santos, the masquerade ball, me covering for you. And not 
just covering for you that night, but lots of others. That’s 
why I was expelled.” Liz drew in a shuddering breath. 
“Sister wanted to give me another chance, but your mother 
wouldn’t let her.” 

Her mother knew. Glory began to shake. Her knees gave 
and she sank to one of the stairs. Her mother would see to 
it that she never saw Santos again. 

“Glory, did you hear me?” Liz squatted beside her. “It's 
your mother’s fault. She had me expelled.” 

“How did she act?” Glory caught her friend’s hands 
once more, her own trembling. “What did she say about 
Santos?” 

“About Santos?” Liz repeated, her voice sounding 
strange, high and tinny. 

“Yes. Did she say anything about him? Did she say what 
she was going to do about us? How did she know his 
name?" 

Liz shook her head. “I don’t know. But I told her that 
Santos was a good guy. I told her how much you two loved 
each other, but she wouldn’t listen. She called 
him . . . terrible names. She called me names, too, Glo. She 
called me a liar and—” 

“I’m so scared, Liz.” Glory brought a hand to her 
mouth. “She’s going to break me and Santos up. She’s go- 
ing to see to it that we never see each other again. She told 
me she would send me away if—” 

“What are you talking about?” Liz made a choked 
sound. “You told me she wouldn’t take it out on me, Glo. 
But she did. If she found out, you said she wouldn’t hurt 
me. I tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen.” 

Glory blinked, focusing on Liz, on what she was saying, 
once more. “What?” 

“You said she wouldn’t blame me, but she did. Glory. 
She even blamed me for you guys, you know . . . doing it. 1 
told her I didn’t know, but she didn’t believe me.” 
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“Oh, my God.” Glory’s world crashed in around her 
ears. She couldn’t breathe; she couldn’t think. Her mother 
was going to send her away. She clasped her hands in front 
of her, squeezing them together so tightly they went numb, 
and rocked back and forth on the stair. “She knows about 
that? About what me and Santos did the other night?” 

“I thought she knew.” Liz shuddered. “By what she was 
saying, I thought they both knew.” 

“You told her?” Glory gazed at her friend, horrified. 
“How could you?” 

“How could I?” Liz repeated, bright spots of color 
blooming in her cheeks. “You weren’t in there, you don’t 
know what it was like! You don’t know how they—” 

“I know/ wouldn’t have told that on you. Not that, not 
ever.” 

“Thanks a lot!” Liz jumped to her feet. “What do you 
know about anything? I was just expelled from school. I 
just lost my scholarship. And all you care about is your 
precious boyfriend!” 

“That’s not true! I do care about you, Liz. You’re my 
best friend.” Glory followed her friend to her feet. “It’s 
just that you don’t know what my mother’s capable of. You 
don’t know what she can do.” 

“Don’t I? She had me expelled today for doing nothing 
more than being your friend. You’re the one who did the 
deed, and you weren’t even called to the office. You were 
told it was none of your concern . ” Her voice caught on a 
sob. “My father was right about all you richies. This is all 
your fault. I hate you!” 

She turned and started for her front door. Glory caught 
her arm, trying to stop her. “Don’t say that, Liz. Please... 
You’ve got to understand.” 

“I do understand.” Liz shook off her hand. “I was never 
your friend. You used me.” 

“No. That’s not true!” Glory shook her head. “Don’t 
you see? It s her. She’s doing it again, taking away every- 
thing that means anything to me. You, Santos. She does 
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this, it’s why I didn’t want her to know about Santos. It’s 
why I was afraid—” 

“I can’t believe this! We’re still talking about you!" Liz 
curled her hands into fists. “You’re just like Bebe and 
Missy and all the rest, aren’t you? Selfish. Self-centered. 
You don’t care about anybody but yourself. I was so stu- 
pid, I thought you were my friend.” 

Glory wrapped her arms around her middle, hurting so 
badly she thought she might be sick. “I am your friend, 
Liz. You’ve got to believe me.” 

“You don’t know the meaning of the word. You used 
me. I was convenient. I was the only one dumb enough 
to—” 

Liz bit back the words, turned and crossed to her door. 
There, she looked back at Glory. “I lost everything. My 
chance at a great college, my chance at a way out of living 
like . . . this. Do you know what the public schools in this 
Parish are like? Of course not. How could you, Little-Rich- 
Girl? A.I.C. was my big chance.” 

“Please, Liz,” Glory whispered, tears welling, then 
spilling down her cheeks. “Don’t do this. You’re my best 
friend.” 

“And I thought you were mine. Goodbye, Glory.” 
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As Hope St. Germaine suggested, Santos went to Lily. He 
told Lily everything, about meeting Glory, about falling in 
love with her, about Glory’s mother and the vile things she 
had said. He shared his fury, his fears and finally, he asked 
Lily the questions Hope St. Germaine had thrown at him. 

Go back to your dirty whore. Ask her about me. Ask her 
if you ’re good enough for Glory. 

Pale, shaken, Lily sank to the couch. She bowed her 
head. 

Santos sat beside her. “Lily,” he said softly, taking her 
hand. “Who is she?” 

For long moments, Lily said nothing. Finally, she lifted 
her gaze to his. The expression in her eyes took his breath. 
“She’s my. . .Hope is my. . . daughter.” 

Santos stared at Lily, stunned, disbelieving. He shook his 
head. Hope and Lily were . . . mother and daughter? 

He cocked his head and narrowed his eyes, studying Lily, 
thinking of her daughter. He saw the family resemblance, 
one of coloring and feature, only now, after knowing the 
truth. That resemblance was obscured not only by age, but 
by something that ran much deeper than physical charac- 
teristics, by something that printed itself clearly on them. 
Kind versus cruel. Light versus dark. 

Good versus evil. 

A chill ran up his spine. Even as he shuddered with it, he 
shook the sensation off. He thought of what Lily had told 
him of her ungrateful daughter and of her heartless deser- 
tion. He would expect that of the woman he had come to 
know as Glory’s mother. 
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He had fallen in love with Lily ‘s granddaughter. 

The truth of that hit him like a thunderbolt. No wonder 
it had felt so right— so fast— between them. Something of 
Lily lived in Glory, something essential. And he had been 
drawn to it. 

He cleared his throat. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he 
asked. “Didn’t you feel you could trust me?” 

“That wasn’t it,” she murmured, her voice choked with 
tears. “I would trust you with my life, Victor. But I 
couldn’t tell you. I promised. She didn’t want anyone 
to. . . to know that—” 

“That you’re her mother.” Santos made a sound of dis- 
gust, his dislike of Lily’s daughter so potent he felt it like a 
physical thing. “You don’t see anything wrong with that, 
Lily? It doesn’t make you angry?” 

“You don’t understand, you—” She brought a hand to 
her mouth as if holding back a sound of great pain. After 
a moment, she continued, “She made a life for herself, a 
good life. A clean one. She left behind the Pierron legacy 
of sin. That legacy has been a great darkness hanging over 
my life. She’s free of it.” 

“Glory knows about you, about my angel of mercy.” He 
smiled, and rubbed her hand between his. “This is your 
chance to know your granddaughter. You’ve yearned for 
her, to be a part of her life, now you can be.” 

Lily began to tremble, and he tightened his fingers over 
hers. “She already thinks you’re wonderful. Once she gets 
to know you, she’ll love you as much as I do.” 

“No.” Lily freed her hand from his, averting her gaze. 
“Never. 1 won’t meet her.” 

“But why? She’s not like your daughter. She’s warm and 
loving and . . . she’s like you, Lily.” 

The blood drained from Lily’s face, and she swayed 
slightly, as if suddenly faint. “Don’t say that. Never say 
that, Santos.” 

He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Anger took his 
breath. And frustration. He hadn’t realized how deeply in- 
grained her shame was. And he hadn’t realized that, in a 
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way, Hope’s hatred of her mother mirrored Lily’s hatred of 
herself 

“This is crazy, Lily. You long to know her, to be with her. 
This is your chance.” 

She shook her head, shrinking back as if repelled. “I 
don’t want her to know what her grandmother was. I don’t 
want her to know what she comes from. Not ever.” 

Santos knew Lily well enough to know that she had made 
up her mind. He tried one last time, anyway. “That was in 
the past. That’s not who you are. Your good heart is.” 

He got off the couch and kneeled before her. “Lily, I 
know good from bad, right from wrong.” He caught her 
her hands again, forcing her to look at him. “You’re good, 
Lily. You took me in, you cared for me and gave me a 
home. You gave me love. You did that, and I was nobody 
to you.” 

He sucked in a quick breath. “What your daughter did, 
how she treats you, is wrong. Your feelings are wrong. 
Knowing you would enrich Glory’s life. Being with your 
daughter would enrich hers. They’re the ones who are los- 
ing out.” 

Tears welled in Lily’s eyes, and her lips quivered with the 
effort of holding them in check. When she finally spoke, 
her voice was a thready whisper. “I couldn’t bear it if ... if 
she rejected me, too. I couldn’t bear it if she looked at me 
in that... way. I don’t want her to know. You must... 
promise me.” 

He searched her gaze. “I can’t do that, Lily. I won’t 
make a promise I know I can’t keep.” 

A tear slipped past her guard and rolled slowly down her 
cheek. “Grab your chance at love, Santos. But you must 
leave me behind. Maybe not today, or tomorrow, but you 

cannot be a part of Glory’s life and of mine. You’ll have to 
choose." 
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.Tor a long time, Glory sat in the stairwell outside Liz’s 
apartment, immobilized by despair and a suffocating feel- 
ing of dread. She didn’t know what to do; she couldn’t 
think, couldn’t focus enough to decide on a course of ac- 
tion. 

From outside, she heard the rumble of thunder. From 
inside Liz’s apartment, the sound of silence. Finally. 

She dropped her .head to her hands. Her mother knew 
everything. Everything. A cry raced to her lips. If only she 
had listened to Santos. And Liz. But she hadn’t, and now 
she had lost her best friend and faced losing Santos. 

How would she go on without him? How could she go 
back to living the way she had before Santos and Liz? 
Alone, she had been so alone. And so very lonely. 

She couldn’t. There had to be a way to make this all 
right. There had to be someone who could help her. Some- 
one who would understand and side with her and Santos. 

Her father. He was the only one. 

Glory lifted her head and wiped the tears from her 
cheeks. If she could get him on her and Santos’s side, as she 
had planned to before, she could enlist his help in facing her 
mother. All she had to do was convince him that she and 
Santos loved each other and that they were meant to be to- 
gether. 

Her father would help her. 

But she had to reach him before her mother did. 

Without pausing for further thought, she jumped up and 
raced for her car. As she slid behind the wheel, it began to 
rain. Dark clouds obscured the late-aftemoon sky, making 
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it seem much later than it was; gusts of wind bent the 
branches of the ancient oaks that lined the street and 
whipped up trash and leaves from the curbs and gutters. 

Glory made her way to the hotel, her mind whirling with 
what she would say to her father, how she would convince 
him. Once she had talked to him, once she had gotten him 
on their side, she would call Santos. She wished with all her 
heart that she had done this sooner, when Santos had urged 
her to. 

But it would be all right. Her father would help them; she 
and Santos would be together. Somehow, her father would 
convince her mother to have Liz’s scholarship reinstated. 
She held on to that thought as she fought her way uptown, 
carefully navigating the slippery streets and rush-hour 
traffic. 

The valets were busy, so Glory parked directly across 
from the hotel. She hopped out of her car just as the sky 
unleashed a flood. Oblivious to the cold rain, she darted 
across St. Charles Avenue and into the hotel, acknowledg- 
ing neither the doorman nor the concierge’s greeting. 

She took the stairs to her father’s third-floor office, 
praying he was there. She ran past his secretary and into the 
office, slamming the door behind her. 

Her mother had beaten her here. 


Glory stopped in her tracks, out of breath, battling tears 
and disappointment, disappointment so bitter it burned her 
tongue. Her mother had wasted no time filling her father 
in. He looked as if he had aged ten years since she had seen 
him last, just that morning. 

Yet her mother looked almost radiant. 


“Glory Alexandra,” she said softly but with an edge of 
steel, “we were just talking about you.” 

Glory shifted her gaze from her mother to her father still 
hopeful. “Daddy, you have to help me.” 

“Help you what?” her mother demanded. “Lie to us 
some more? Deceive us? Your father knows about your 
tricks. He knows how you . . . shamed us.” 
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Glory’s eyes welled with tears. She held a trembling hand 
out to her father. “Please, Daddy, just listen." 

Hope shook her head. “We expected better of you. We 
expected better than the behavior of a ... a whore.” 

“That’s not true!” Glory spun on her mother. “This is 
exactly what you expected from me. You're even happy, 
aren't you?” 

“You hear the way she talks to us, Philip? Dear God, 
what has our daughter become?” 

Hope brought a hand to her mouth as if heartsick and 
horrified; Glory knew better and looked at her father once 
more. “Don’t listen to her, Daddy. She hates me, she al- 
ways has. She wants to hurt me, to take away everyone I 
love. Please, Daddy, this time listen to me.” 

For one moment, she thought he would side with her, 
that he would stand up for her. Then he spoke and her hope 
died. 

“Plow could you do this, Glory? How could you lie to us 
this way? We’re your parents, we want the best for you. 
And you show your respect for us and yourself by . . . by 
sleeping around?” 

Tears choked her. She couldn’t have believed her father 
would ever say such a thing to her, that he would ever look 
at her the way he was looking at her now. “I haven’t slept 
around! I haven’t! There’s only been Santos, and I love 
him. I love him so much—” 

Her father made a sound of disgust, cutting her off. 
“Forget him, Glory. He’s trash. He’s a bad boy. The kind 
of boy who uses innocent girls—” 

"How can you say that? You’ve never even met him! 
You’ve only listened to what she has to say.” She heard the 
note of hysteria in her voice, felt the emotion building to a 
fever pitch inside her, but she could neither control nor stop 
it. "He’s not trash, he’s not bad! He’s good to me. He’s 
honest and smart. And I love him.” 

Hope crossed to stand before her; she looked her square 
in the eye. “That boy only wanted one thing from you. And 
he got it.” 
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Glory recoiled from the venom in her mother’s voice, the 
pure hatred in her expression. “That’s not true! He... 
he. . .” Tears flooded her eyes, and she battled them back. 
If only Santos had said he loved her. She could hold on to 
that now; she could throw it up to her parents as 
proof. 

But he hadn’t said it. 

“I love him,” she finished, her tears spilling over. “With 
all my heart.” 

Her mother caught her arms and shook her. “Wake up, 
Glory! This boy is a user. You’re only one of many girls for 
him.” 

“That’s not true!” Sobbing, Glory struggled against her 
mother’s grasp. Her mother tightened her grip, fingers 
digging painfully into Glory’s flesh. 

“It is true. He has other girlfriends, lots of them! I 
checked him out. If only we had known before you . . . 
before you threw yourself away on him.” 

“No! I don’t believe you! There were other girls but they 
didn’t mean anything to him. It’s me he cares about. It 
is.” 

Her father made a heavy sound and crossed to stand be- 
side them. He put his arm around Glory, trying to comfort 
her. Pitying her. “I’m sure you do believe you’re in love 
with him. He’s older, more experienced. A young girl like 
yourself can be easily convinced .” 

He drew her into his side. “I’m at fault, I know. I should 
have told you how boys can be, the things they will say and 
do to get what they want. Some boys will do anything 
to. . . to have their way with a girl. I’m so sorry, poppet. I 
know how much this must hurt — ” 

‘‘Don’t you call me that!” She jerked free of his arm. 
You lost the right to call me that a long time ago. You lost 
the right when you stopped believing in me!” 

He took an involuntary step backward, his expression 
wounded. “Glory, I—” 

“You don’t know anything about Santos! He’s good and 
Kind, and he loves me. I know he does!” She swiped at her 
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tears. “Pm going to be with him. And I don’t care what 
you two say!” 

“I warned him,” Hope said evenly, her voice, her words, 
cutting like a knife, “that if he saw you again, I would have 
him arrested for statutory rape.” 

Glory brought a hand to her mouth. Her mother had 
seen Santos. She had threatened him. 

“That’s right. Glory Alexandra. You’re a minor. He’s an 
adult. He took advantage of you. There are laws—” 

“Daddy! Please!” She caught her father’s hands and 
looked into his eyes, begging. “Don’t you see what she's 
doing? She hates me. She wants to control my life.” 

Philip sighed and curled his fingers around her. “Your 
mother and 1 have disagreed in the past over discipline, but 
I’m with her on this one, Glory. She only wants the best for 
you. And this boy . . . he’s not it.” 

When Glory tried to pull away, he tightened his fingers. 
“You won’t believe this now, but someday you’ll thank us. 
Someday you’ll see that we were right about this boy.” 

Hysterical, Glory sprang away from him. “I hate you! 
You always side with her, no matter what she does or says. 
You never side with me. I hate you!” 

Her father blanched at her words, and Glory felt a mo- 
ment of regret, but she couldn’t stop the flood of anger, 
bitterness and disappointment, from spewing from her. She 
wanted to hurt him the way he had hurt her, wanted to 
wound him for all those times he had given hi allegiance 
to his wife, no matter what. 

“If you loved me, if you had any guts at all, you’d stand 
up to her. I pity you as much as I hate you. Do you bear 
me, I wish you weren’t even my father!” 

Hope made a grab for Glory, catching her arms, her nails 
digging, clawlike, into Glory’s flesh. “You will not see this 
boy again,” she said, shaking her so hard Glory's teeth 
rattled. “You will not.” 

“Hope!” Philip shouted, grabbing Hope’s arm to pull 
her off Glory. “For God’s sake! Maybe we should listen to 
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her. She’s never lied to us before. Maybe this boy 

isn’t—” . . 

Hope shook off his hand, her face pinched with rage. 

“You know nothing, Philip! You’re blind when it comes to 
her, you always have been. I’m taking care of this. I m 
sending her away, to a school that won’t tolerate this kind 
of behavior.” 

“No! I won’t go. You can’t make me!” Glory flailed out 
with her arms, striking her mother in the shoulder, then 
neck. Her mother made a sound of pain, released Glory 
and stumbled backward. 

Glory turned and ran. 

She cleared the office, and made the stairs. Her father 
called after her; she didn’t stop or even pause. She heard 
him follow her, heard her mother shout for the secretary to 
call security. 

Glory made it down the stairs and across the lobby. She 
stumbled and righted herself, then pushed past the shocked 
doorman and outside. Late afternoon had given way to 
evening; the storm raged at full peak now, the rain coming 
down in blinding sheets. 

She ran to the edge of the sidewalk. Her hair and clothes 
were immediately soaked and plastered to her body. She 
glanced quickly over her shoulder and saw her father. He 
was right behind her. 

“Glory!” he shouted. “Wait! I’ll listen. We’ll work this 
out. I promise we will.” 

She hesitated, then shook her head, tears streaming down 
her cheeks. Not if her mother had anything to say about it. 
Her mother would make sure she was locked away; she 
would make sure she never saw Santos again. 

Her father called out to her once more. Glory darted into 
the street, then raced across it. 

As she reached neutral ground, she heard the blare of a 
horn, the sickening screech of tires. She whirled in time to 
see the impact of the vehicle throwing her father into the 
air. 
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The next moments were a blur. She heard her own 
scream, the shout of the doorman, the hysterical babbling 
of the driver who had hit her father. She found her way to 
her father’s side and dropped to her knees beside him. 

His head was turned at an odd angle; he was completely 
motionless. But his eyes were open. “Daddy,” she whis- 
pered, reaching out to smooth the hair away from his fore- 
head. “Daddy, are you . . . okay?” 

His head felt warm, sticky. She jerked her hand away. 
And saw the blood. It was everywhere, mixing with the 
rain, creating rivers of red. She stared at it in dawning hor- 
ror. A scream rose in her throat, it came out as a strangled 
cry of disbelief. Of grief. 

She bent down, curved her arms around him and pressed 
her cheek to his chest, her own hateful words ringing in her 
head. “I didn’t mean it. What I said. . .1 didn’t. . .1 love 
you... Daddy...” 

The wail of sirens cut through the night; she tightened her 
arms around him, sobbing. “Be okay. . . Please, Daddy. I 
love you ... so much . . . Don’t . . . leave me. Please ... you 
can’t die.” 

Her mother came up beside her. Glory lifted her watery 
gaze. Her mother looked down at her, dry-eyed, com- 
posed. “Are you happy now, Glory Alexandra? You see 
what your wanton, reckless behavior has caused? You see 
what you have done? You did this. This is your fault.” 

Glory struggled to breathe past her tears, feeling as if she 
were choking on despair. “No, Mama ...” She shook her 
head. “No-” 

“Yes.” Her mother pointed at her. “He was chasing you. 
It’s your fault he ran out into the street. Your fault he didn’t 
see that car.” 

Sobbing, Glory buried her face in her father’s chest, 
clinging to him. “No. . . Mama, please. . . It’s not—” 

“Yes. See what you’ve done.” 

Her mother knelt beside her. She pried Glory’s arms free 
and dragged her away from her father. She caught her 
shoulders, then chin, forcing her to look at his lifeless face, 
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at the rivers of blood. Glory’s stomach rose to her throat. 
She clutched at her middle, doubling over. 

“Yes,” Hope said again, softly. “You killed your fa- 
ther.” 
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Despite the continuing rain and flooding streets, a crowd 
had turned out for her father’s wake. Friends and family, 
hotel employees and longtime patrons, all had come to pay 
their respects. Philip St. Germaine had been loved and re- 
spected. 

Glory greeted each guest numbly, going through the 
motions but disconnected from everything but her own 
pain, her grief. And from the guilt that had a stranglehold 
on her. 

She had loved him so much. He was the only person in 
her life who had loved her unconditionally. And he bad 
died thinking she hated him. He had died with her hateful 
and ugly words ringing in his head. 

Glory drew in a small, shuddering breath. She wanted her 
daddy back. She wished with all her heart that she could 
recall her words and actions; she wished she could turn the 
clock back to her eighth birthday, the year when every- 
thing had begun to change. 

But she couldn’t. Her father was dead. She had killed 
him. It was her fault. . .her fault. The accusation played and 
replayed in her head, along with regrets, so strong and bit- 
ter they burned like acid inside her. 

She should have been the one struck by that car, the one 
who had been killed. 

She wished she were dead. 

In a way she was. 

She drew in another choked breath, her gaze drifting to 
her father’s closed casket. Her mother had been right. She 
had warned Glory that someday her recklessness would be 
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Her mother appeared at her side. She curved an arm 
around Glory’s shoulders and Glory leaned against her, j 
thankful, so thankful for her support. j 

Santos stopped before her. Her eyes filled, and she j 
brought a trembling hand to her mouth, tom. A part of her 
wanted nothing more than to fall into his arms, to have him { 
comfort her, love her. But another part of her recoiled from , J 
him. When she looked at Santos, she remembered her 
father’s death. She remembered why he’d died. 

Because of her. Because of her reckless, inappropriate j 
love for Santos. 1 

“Did you think I wouldn’t come?” he asked softly. j 
“Didn’t you know I would fight an army to be by your side, ’■ 

move heaven and earth if I had to?” He reached out and 
touched her cheek, and her tears spilled over. “I’m so, so ■„ 
sorry, babe. I know how much you loved him.” 

“You’re not wanted here,” Hope said shrilly, pu l l i ng 
Glory closer to her side, away from his touch. “Do you 
understand? ’ ’ She tightened her arm. “Glory does not want 
you here.” 

Santos didn’t take his gaze from Glory’s face. “Baby,” 
he coaxed, “tell her. Tell her how you feel. Tell her how we 
feel about each other.” 

“You bastard!” Her mother’s voice rose to a hysterical 
pitch. “This is all your fault! It’s your fault Glory behaved 
as she did. It’s your fault her father is . . . dead!” 

Glory began to sob. Santos took a step closer to her. 
“Don’t, Glory. You know what your mother’s doing. We 
didn’t kill him. It was an accident.” 

He held out his hand. She stared at it, horrified, feeling 
as if someone were sucking all the oxygen out of the room. 

“Take my hand,” he said softly. “Right here, right now. 
Show them all how we feel. Then I’ll go. But we’ll know, 
we’ll both know.” 

Santos stretched his hand farther out to her, she gazed at 
it, seeing instead the image of her father’s face when she 
had told him she hated him, then minutes later, frozen in 
death, his blood on her hands. 
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New Orleans, Louisiana. 
1995 


The Snow White Killer had struck again. Santos received 
notification at 2:57 a.m. Twenty-six minutes iater, he 
wheeled his car to a stop in front of St. Louis Cathedral. 
The first officers at the scene had already cordoned off the 
area. The coroner had arrived, as bad the crime-scene unit. 
As he threw his car into Park, the Channel Four news van 
arrived, and Hoda Kotb and her crew hopped out, 

Santos waited until the reporter had moved away before 
opening his car door and climbing out. He surveyed the 
scene. The cathedral was lit up like a Christmas tree. A 
rowdy crowd had gathered, a mix of people— some who 
worked in the Quarter, some who were residents, but most 
were late-night partyers, many of them more than five- 
sheets-to-the-wind drunk. At least a dozen uniforms lined 
the perimeter of the scene, keeping the area secure and the 
crowd under control. 

Santos drew in a deep breath. In his ten years on the 
force, he had arrived at hundreds of such scenes. They 
didn’t much affect him anymore. But arriving at this one 
did. He swore under his breath. This one was his case, his 
baby; this one was personal. 

He wanted to catch this sick bastard, wanted to so badly 
it burned in the pit of his gut. So far, he had gotten no- 
where. This guy was slick. He was smart, he was organized 
and he was a predator. 
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Santos flashed his badge and crossed the yellow line. As 
he did, two tourists nearby snapped his picture, their flashes 
nearly blinding him. He swung toward the closest uni- 
form. “Take care of that, will you? Jesus, you’d think 
they’d be happy with a postcard of a riverboat or some- 
thing.” 

The uniform shrugged. “What visit to sin city is com- 
plete without a photo from a murder scene?” 

“Yeah, right.” Santos shook his head. “And we think 
the criminals are twisted.” 

“Detective Santos?” 

Santos turned. A uniformed officer approached him, one 
he recognized from downtown. “Grady. What’ve we got?" 

“Another dead hooker. No confirmation on that yet, but 
it seems clear we’re dealing with the same guy.” He cleared 
his throat. “That’s four in four months.” 

“I can count,” Santos said tightly. “Go on.” 

“A couple drunk tourists found her. Damn near tripped 
over the body. The guy lost his cookies. Pathetic.” 

“Tourists. Fuck.” Santos let out a frustrated breath. 
“The mayor’s going to be breathing down all our asses.” 

“I hear he’s on his way.” 

Santos swore again. “Where are they?” The officer mo- 
tioned toward a couple huddled under a blanket on a bench 
in front of the cathedral. “I want to talk to them.” 

“Got it.” 

“The body?” 

“Our boy laid her out right at the church door. Can you 
believe that shit? Nobody’s got any respect anymore.” 

Santos nodded, though he only half listened to his fel- 
low officer’s editorializing as they made their way across 
the sidewalk and up the couple steps that led to the cath- 
edral’s main entrance. 

Just as the uniform had said, there she was, laid out the 
same as the other three had been, pretty as a picture, this 
time right at the cathedral’s front door. Most killers of this 
ilk left their victims mutilated or in exaggerated, degrad- 
ing positions. Not this guy. He arranged his girls with their 
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hands folded on their chests, legs together, eyes closed, 
freshly washed hair spread out around their heads. Just like 
Snow White in her glass casket. She could be sleeping. Or 
praying. 

Only she wasn’t. She was dead as dead got, brutally 
murdered. 

Santos squatted beside the body. The coroner, a middle- 
aged woman with sandy hair, freckles and a cherubic face, 
looked at him. “Hello, Detective. Our friend’s keeping 
busy.” 

“I see that.” Santos slipped on rubber gloves. “What’ve 
we got?” 

“White female. Dark-haired. Young, I’d guess eighteen 
to twenty.” 

“Hooker?” 

“That’s my guess, if we’re dealing with the same perp. 
You recognize her?” 

Santos shook his head. He’d worked French Quarter vice 
for three years before moving over to homicide, but work- 
ing girls turned over pretty quickly, especially the young 
ones. Besides, the Snow White Killer—so dubbed by the 
press— -bathed his victims after killing them, washing and 
drying their hair, removing their makeup and jewelry, then 
dressing them in virginal white cotton gowns. The girls were 
harder to recognize cleaned up. 

Santos lifted his gaze to Grady. “There’re some working 
girls out there. See if any of them can make her.” 

Grady nodded and hurried off. 

Santos moved his gaze carefully over the victim, noting 
every detail. “Cause of death?” 

“Suffocation is my guess. I’ll know for sure after the 
autopsy. But the body looks perfect. No bruises, no sign of 
a struggle.” 

“She looks pretty fresh.” 

She hasn’t been dead long.” The medical examiner 
pursed her lips. “Our boy’s getting pretty cocky, dumping 
her here.” 
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“He’s taunting us.” Santos lifted his gaze, scanned the 
scene, then met her eyes again. “The apple?” 

“Already collected. As before, a bite’s missing from both 
sides. Unlike the others, however, I don’t see any residue in 
her teeth. Look at this.” 

The medical examiner carefully wedged back the vic- 
tims folded hands. Rigor mortis had begun to set in, but 
Santos could clearly see part of the imprint of a cross 
burned into her palms. Same as the other three. That par- 
ticular part of the killer’s ritual the department had kept 
from the press. 

Santos nodded, and the M.E. eased the hands back into 
place. “Any chance we’re dealing with a different perp?” 
he asked. 

“Not in my book, but the tests will tell the tale.” 

Santos stood. “I’ll call you tomorrow.” 

“Make that late tomorrow,” she murmured, returning to 
her work. “I’ve got others ahead of her in line.” 

Santos didn’t reply. He was already thinking ahead to the 
tourists and the questions he would ask them. 

Hours later, Santos stopped in front of a trendy-looking 
restaurant, shrugged out of his jacket and loosened his tie. 
The midafternoon sun, warm even for March, beat down 
on the French Quarter sidewalk. He was hot, tired and 
frustrated. He’d spent the last four hours working the 
streets, talking to club owners and bartenders, flashing this 
latest victim’s picture and hoping to find someone who had 
seen something. 

So far, nothing. 

And now this. The Garden of Earthly Delights. Damn. 
His partner had done it again— set out to poison him with 
health food. 

Santos entered the restaurant, a yuppie affair with quirky 
painted wall murals and an abundance of plants. H e 
glanced around, and spotted his friend and partner— it 
wasn’t difficult, aside from the bartender, he was the only 
man in the establishment and was nearly six foot four, 
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completely bald and as black as black got— and picked his 
way through the tiny eatery. Santos took a seat across fro m 
the other man, then glanced around the restaurant with 
exaggerated suspicion. “I hate this place.” 

Jackson laughed. “It’s new. I hear it’s good.” 

“From Helga the horrible, no doubt.” 

“Those are fighting words, my friend.” His partner 
narrowed his eyes, and Santos fought back a grin. “You're 
talking about my wife.” 

“Nice lady. Bad taste in restaurants.” 

“Fuck you.” 

Santos laughed and picked up the menu. “I hope they 
have something besides rabbit food.” 

He and his partner— his parents had actually named him 
Andrew Jackson— were the antithesis of each other. Jack- 
son, married with kids, was a family man in every sense of 
the word. He was practical, his approach to his work cool, 
detached. An excellent cop, he believed in leaving his cases 
at the precinct when he went home at night. 

Santos, on the other hand, was a workaholic and a loner. 
Other than Lily, he bad no family and no one he cared 
about. He approached his work passionately, at times be- 
coming almost obsessed with a case. If his body didn’t de- 
mand food and rest, he would work around the clock. On 
more than one occasion, his passion for his work had got- 
ten his ass in a sling with superiors; those same superiors 
had been known to call him dangerous, irresponsible and 
a hothead. It really pissed them off that he was also one of 
the most decorated officers on the force. 

Yet, despite their differences, he and Jackson made a 
good team. They had worked together for six years, each 
having saved the other’s butt more times than either wanted 
to count. Next to Lily, Santos counted Jackson as the only 
person he trusted enough to call friend. 

All that aside, he couldn't abide the healthy crap the man 
liked to eat. 
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Santos scanned the menu, settled on the least unappetiz- 
ing item, then set the cardboard placard aside. “You’re sure 
it was your turn to choose?” 

“Yup.” A smile tugged at the corners of his friend’s 
mouth. “Last time, we went to Port of Call. I was sick for 
a week from all the grease.” 

“For a tough guy, you sure sound like a mama’s boy.” 

Jackson laughed and rocked back in his chair. He folded 
his arms across his chest. “I suppose that’s so, but this 
mama’s boy’s gonna live a long time.” 

The waitress approached, took their orders, then left. 
Santos watched her walk away, enjoying the inviting sway 
of her hips, then turned back to his partner. “Any luck this 
morning?” 

“A couple of hookers IDed the girl. Her name was 
Kathi. Hasn’t been on the street too long. No pimp, no 
boyfriend, no drugs.” 

“This guy’s really starting to tick me off.” Santos 
frowned, running the details of the case over in his mind, 
picking them apart, one by one. “We’re missing some- 
thing.” 

“But what?” Jackson leaned forward and the front legs 
of his chair bit the wood floor. “We’ve had four victims 
now. All working girls. All young, brunette, Caucasians. 
All from the French Quarter. All killed the same way, no 
variations. By each is left a red apple, a bite taken from 
both sides. And in every case, one bite matches the vic- 
tim's, the other, presumably, the murderer’s.” 

“ And the palms of each victim have been branded with 
the image of the cross,” Santos finished, rubbing his index 
finger along the side of his nose. “I know. But there’s got 
to be . . . something. Some avenue we’ve overlooked.” 

The waitress brought their ice teas, smiling at Santos as 
she put them down. He smiled back, though his thoughts 
were, now, miles — and years — away from the pretty 
blonde. He was remembering another murder, another 
slaughtered working girl. 
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And remembering the fifteen-year-old boy who had lost 
everything with her death, the boy who had wanted to die, 

too. , 

“We’ll get him, partner,” Jackson murmured, as if 

reading Santos’s mind. “One of these days, he’ll slip up, 
he’ll get sloppy and leaye us a witness or something else to 
go on, and we’ll nail him.” 

Santos met his friend’s eyes. “But how many girls have 
to die first?” 

On the TV above the bar, the talk show in progress was 
interrupted for a newsbreak. The news anchor announced 
that the Snow White Killer had struck again, then switched 
to a clip from the mayor’s morning press conference. The 
mayor, playing the outraged politician, criticized the 
N.O.P.D.’s handling of the case and vowed to clean up the 
city. 

Santos watched the mayor preach and promise, then 
made a sound of disgust. “What an asshole.” 

Jackson shook his head. “More than a murder a day in 
this town, we’re understaffed and underfunded, and he’s 
demanding to know why we haven’t caught this guy? 
Sometimes this job really sucks.” 

Santos took a long swallow of his tea. “Wbat really sucks 
is, until now, this case has been a low priority downtown. 
Just hookers being killed be mocked. “Now, because a 
couple tourists stumbled over a victim, everybody’s up in 
arms.” 

Santos heard the bitterness in his own voice. That’s why 
this case was his baby— he really cared that those girls had 
been butchered. He felt for them, their families. He knew 
what it was like to lose someone that way and to have no 
one give a damn. 

Jackson was quiet a moment, then he met Santos’s gaze 
evenly. “These girls aren’t your mother, Santos. This guy 
is not the same guy.” 

“How do you know he’s not the same guy?” 

“The M.O. is all wrong.” Jackson began ticking off the 
differences. “He uses suffocation, not a knife. He has sex 
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with them after they’re dead, not before. And how long’s 
it been? Twenty years?” 

“Sixteen.” Santos narrowed his eyes. “It’s the apple, 
man. What about the apple? One was found beside my 
mother, too.” 

“A coincidence. The guy was hungry.” 

“You’re probably right, but — ” Santos bit back the 
words as the waitress arrived with their meals. He didn’t 
even glance at it, resuming his thoughts as soon as she’d 
gotten out of earshot. “I’ve got this feeling, Jackson. Re- 
member the way I felt during the Ledet case? Remember, 
right before we busted that scumbag son of a bitch?” 

Jackson nodded and dug into his salad. “I remember.” 

Santos took a halfhearted bite of his vegetarian burger, 
found that it wasn’t bad, then returned to the discussion at 
hand. “I don’t know, it’s like ... I feel the same way, man. 
And the feeling is strong.” 

“Wishful thinking, buddy.” 

“Maybe. You're proba— ” He wiped his mouth with his 
napkin, then tossed it down, frustrated. “No, not maybe,” 
he said. “No, not wishful thinking.” 

“Santos—” 

“Just hear me out. We both know a serial killer’s ritual 
rarely springs forth full-blown. It develops over time, as he 
learns what most satisfies him. We also know that serial 
killers sometimes move around the country, killing, then 
moving on, sometimes operating for years that way.” 

“Sixteen years?” 

“Henry Lee Lucas operated for thirteen years. John 
Wayne Gacy for over ten. The casebooks are full of them.” 

“Man, you are dangerously close to losing your objec- 
tivity on this one.” 

Santos narrowed his eyes. “Is that so?” 

“It is.” 

“Well, fuck you.” 

“Yeah, well, fuck you, too.” 

They looked each other in the eye, then they both 
laughed. 
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During the rest of their meal, they talked about their 
cases, Jackson’s family and Lily’s health. Santos didn’t 
bring up the Snow White Killer again or the possibility that 
he might be the same man who had killed his mother, 
though it stayed on his mind. 

When they’d finished their lunches and paid the bill, they 
stood and started out of the restaurant. Jackson motioned 
toward the rest room. “I’m going to hit the john.” 

“I’ll meet you out front.” He started for the door, stop- 
ping when he heard his name. 

He turned. The woman who had come up behind him 
was attractive in a quiet, wholesome kind of way. She had 
light brown hair and a slim, willowy build. She worked at 
the restaurant; he remembered glancing at her when he 
walked in. But he didn’t recognize her. 

She smiled. “Santos? Is that you?” 

“It is.” He returned her smile. “But you have me at a 
disadvantage here. I’m sorry, do I know you?” 

“It’s Liz. Liz Sweeney.” 

It took another moment for realization to dawn. When 
it did, he shook his head, not quite believing his eyes. “Liz 
Sweeney?” He laughed. “But you’re all grown-up.” 

“So are you.” She echoed his laugh and held out her 
hand. “It’s good to see you again.” 

He took her hand and smiled, immediately liking the 
woman she had become. “How are you?” 

“Great.” She motioned with her free hand. “This is my 
place.” 

“Really.” Santos whistled softly. “I’m impressed. Good 
for you.” 

He realized that he was still holding her hand, and let it 
go, though regretfully. He had liked holding it. It had 
felt . . . nice. 

Liz cleared her throat. “I was glad to see some men in 
here. I’m afraid that so far, my clientele has been a bit 
skewed to the fairer sex.” She folded her arms across her 
chest. “I hope you enjoyed your lunch.” 

“It was terrific. You—” 
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“Actually,” Jackson said, coming up to stand beside 
them, “you need to add a little dead cow to the menu for 
this guy.” He held out his hand, and Liz took it. “Andrew 
Jackson. Victor’s only friend.” 

“Don’t mind him,” Santos said, rolling his eyes at Liz. 
“He likes to say that. It makes him feel important. My 
partner, Detective Andrew Jackson. Jackson, this is Liz 
Sweeney. An old friend of mine.” 

“Really? An old friend?” Jackson moved his gaze 
speculatively between them. “Nice to meet you, Liz.” 

“Nice to meet you.” 

“So, how did you two know each other?” 

Santos looked at Liz, then away. “I dated a friend of 
here.” He met her gaze again. “How is Glory?” Even as he 
asked the question, he cursed himself for it, cursed himself 
for his weakness. 

Her expression cooled. “I don’t know. I haven’t spoken 
to her in years.” 

Ten, he would bet. 

Santos gazed at her a moment, seeing the open animos- 
ity in her face. An animosity for Glory that mirrored his 
own. It made him feel strange, it made him remember more 
than he cared to. 

She shifted, as if suddenly at a loss for words. As if she, 
too, suddenly felt swamped by the past. She cleared her 
throat. “So, you’re partners. That must mean you did it, 
Santos. You’re a cop, just like you always wanted to be. 
Your dream came true.” 

Beside him Jackson snorted. “Some dream, buddy. Long 
hours, low pay, no respect. Get a life.” 

Santos ignored him. “Yeah, that’s me, Detective San- 
tos, supercop, homicide division. At your service.” 

They talked a moment more, then Jackson interrupted 
them. “Look, man, we’d better get back.” He smiled at 
Liz. “Nice meeting you, Liz Sweeney. I hope I see you 
again sometime.” 

Her gaze slid to Santos, then away. “Same here, Detec- 
tive." 
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Santos coughed. “I guess I’d better. . . It was great see- 
ing you, Liz. Fm glad you’re doing so well.” 

She took a step back. “Great seeing you.” 

She said another goodbye, then turned and started for 
the kitchen. He joined Jackson at the door, then stopped 
and glanced back. At the same moment, she looked back 
at him. 

Their gazes met; he caught his breath. 

“Hold on, Jackson,” Santos murmured. “I’ll be right 
back.” 

Santos strode across to where she stood, never taking his 
gaze from hers. He stopped before her. “Would you life to 
go to dinner sometime?” 

She searched his gaze. “With you?” 

“Yeah, with me.” He grinned. “Sorry, but Jackson’s 
already taken.” 

She laughed. “With you, I’d like to go to dinner. Any- 
time.” 

He grinned, pleased with her answer, her candor and 
obvious self-assurance. “How about tonight?” 

“Tonight’s perfect. It has to be late, though. I don’t close 
the kitchen until nine.” 

“Great. It’s a date, then.” His lips lifted. “I’ll see you at 
nine, Liz.” 
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hall, stopping at her door. He peeked in. She had fallen 
asleep while reading. Santos wasn’t surprised; he often 
found her this way— asleep wherever she was sitting. On 
occasion, she even nodded off during mass or the after- 
noon or evening meal. 

He gazed at her, a lump forming in his throat, sadness 
moving over him. The last few years had taken their toll on 
Lily. Her health had begun to fail, she had little energy, lit- 
tle zest for life. 

Her regrets and her shame were eating her alive, he knew. 
As were her longings. She longed for her daughter, her 
granddaughter. She scanned the society sections of news- 
papers until he wanted to shake her. Whenever she found a 
reference to either of them, she clipped it and put it in a 
scrapbook. Some days, she would do nothing except go 
through the scrapbooks, wishing for what she didn’t have, 
hating herself for the loss. He could hardly bear to take her 
places, because she would gaze at other families with so 
much longing it made him ache. 

Sudden, biting anger swelled inside him. And hatred. He 
hated Hope for what she had done to Lily. He hated her for 
her cruelty, her holier-than-thou judgment of others, for 
her prejudices. 

And he hated Glory for what she had done to him. She 
and her mother weren’t fit to lick Lily’s shoes; they 
weren’t fit to lick his. 

Santos crossed to the bed. He carefully extracted the 
novel from beneath the old woman’s hands, then started to 
ease the pillow from behind her head. Her eyes snapped 
open, though he saw that they were fogged with sleep. 

“Santos?” 

“Yes, Lily. It’s me.” 

Jjhe blinked, coming fully awake. “I did it again, didn’t 

His lips lifted. “At this rate, you’ll never finish this 
book” 

“A damnable thing, getting old.” She squinted at the 

clock. “What time is it?” 
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“After one.” 

“How was your date?” 

“It was good,” he said after a moment, softly. Very 

8 °She inched toward the center of the bed, then patted the 

^He smUedmid^down, readying himself for the third 
degree. They had been through this many times before. 
“Sh?s very nice. Very smart. She owns a little restaurant 

and bar in the Quarter.” 

“Venf” He rubbed his index finger along the side of his 
nose, amused. “Actually, she’s someone I know from a 

Uly thought for a moment about that, then nodded, 
though she didn’t ask where he knew Liz from. He was 

grateful for that. 

“That can be a good thing,” Lily murmured. Do you 
plan to see her again?” 

“I think so. Yes, definitely.” 

“Good.” She folded her hands in front of her. xou 

work too much. You need someone.” 

N “I have you.” . 

“I’m old and sick.” She shook her head. You need a 

partner.” 

He grinned. “I have Jackson.” , 

“A life partner. A mate.” She bristled at his obviou 
amusement. “1 want you to be happy. I don’t want you to 
be alone.” Her eyes flooded with tears, and she looked 
quickly away. “Being alone isn’t the way the Lord in- 
tended us to be. That’s why He made Eve for Adam. 

Santos leaned down and pressed a kiss to her forehead. 
“Don’t you worry about me, Lily. I’m doing good. 1 ni 
happy.” 

When he drew away, she searched his gaze. ‘ Are you, 
Santos? Are you happy? ’ ’ 

He understood her question. She hadn’t forgotten, any 
more than he had, that once upon a time he had thought 
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he’d found that partner, that love. And, he knew, she 
blamed herself for his heartache after. 

“Yes. I’m very happy.” He tucked the blanket more se- 
curely around her, then reached across her to snap off her 
bedside light. “Now get some sleep,” he whispered. “Or 
you won’t make it through mass tomorrow.” 

He crossed to the door, stopping when he reached it. “I’ll 
be here if you need me.” 

“Santos?” 

“Hmm?” 

“I heard that man killed another girl. I’m sorry.” 

“Me, too, Lily. We’re going to get him, though. It’s just 
a matter of time.” 

“I know you will,” she murmured, her eyelids droop- 
ing. “I have complete confidence . . . in . . . you.” 

She closed her eyes, asleep already. Santos stood at the 
door, gazing at her, his heart swelling with affection. He 
had continued living with Lily because she needed him. 
And because seeing her up and moving around every 
morning and sleeping peacefully every night reassured him. 

But he would lose her anyway, he knew. No matter how 
often he checked on her, even if he hovered protectively 
over her around the clock. 

One day in the not so distant future, she would be gone. 
He sucked in a sharp, painful breath. He had to prepare 
himself for it, but he didn’t know how. How could he pre- 
pare himself for something he couldn’t even imagine? Life 
without Lily? His devastation would know no bounds. 

He would be alone. Again. 

He gazed at her a moment more, a knot of emotion 
choking him, then dragged his gaze away. He couldn’t 
sleep, he knew. Not now. It would be ridiculous to try. He 
would make a quick trip to headquarters and see if any- 
thing new had come in on the last victim. He had to be 
missing something. He had to be. 
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The phone awakened Glory from a deep, dreamless sleep. 
She sat bolt upright in bed, breathing hard. She reached for 
the phone, pushing her sleep-tangled hair away from her 
face as she did. 

“Yes? Glory St. Germaine.’' 

It was the hotel’s assistant manager, a highly excitable 
man. The way he was babbling. Glory could hardly under- 
stand him. “What?” She rubbed a hand across her face. 
“Slow down, Vincent. I can’t make out-—” She suddenly 
realized what he was saying and drew in a deep, stunned 
breath and sat up straighten 

The Snow White Killer had struck again. 

And this time, he had decided to dump the body in the 
hotel parking lot. 

Glory swore and jumped out of bed. “Stay calm, Vin- 
cent. And do not, I repeat, do not talk to the press. I’ll be 
right there. I'm calling the PR firm and the hotel lawyer 
now." 

She hung up the phone without waiting for the man’s re- 
ply and dug in her nightstand drawer for her phone book, 
already strategizing damage control. The hotel couldn’t 
take another crime-related scandal. Just the week before, 
two hotel guests, a married couple from Indiana, had been 
mugged only a dozen feet from the St. Charles’s lead-glass 
front doors. Two months before that, a man bad been shot 
not a half block from the hotel, and although not a guest- 
thank goodness— he had stumbled into the lobby, bleed- 
ing, and collapsed. That incident had prompted a News 
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Eight special called Crime Uptown: Are our grand old 
neighborhoods safe? 

Glory was certain the press was going to have a held day 
with this one. And this time, considering it involved the 
Snow White Killer, the St. Charles just might make the na- 
tional news. 

And the hotel’s occupancy rate would sink yet again. 

Glory found the phone numbers and muttering an oath, 
dialed her public-relations man first, then her lawyer, 
dragging them both out of bed and ordering them down to 
the hotel A.S.A.P. Then she ran for the shower. 

Thirty-one minutes later, she pulled up to the hotel, cool, 
collected and completely put together. She presented the 
picture of unflappable professional chic, a business barra- 
cuda in size seven Manolo Blahnik pumps. Looking at her, 
no one would guess she had been awakened less than an 
hour ago, just as no one would guess the turmoil raging 
behind her calm demeanor. 


She intended to keep it that way. She drew a deep breath 
through her nose, focusing, readying herself for what was 
sure to be a chaotic scene. It would take every scrap of her 
savvy and business acumen to carry this off. 

Santos. His name and image ran through her head, and 
a place in the vicinity of her heart tightened. She knew from 
the Times Picayune and the TV news that Santos was the 
lead detective on this case. In the two months since the last 
victim had been found at St. Louis Cathedral, he had come 
under heavy fire from the mayor’s office and the media. 
She had even seen him on TV a couple of times, and she 
had hated herself for the way she bad stared at him, re- 
membering and memorizing. 

He had grown into an outrageously attractive man, very 
masculine, sexy in a rough, macho kind of way. He was the 
mnd of man some women looked at and ached for, the kind 

man that made some women want so badly, they forgot 
what was safe and smart and right. S 

ha ?2“f t! ? at kind °f woman. Not anymore. No, she 
had learned her lesson. She prided herself on keeping her 
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wits and her emotions in check at all times. And if, whei 
she saw Santos, she experienced a wisp of longing, a threai 
of unwanted arousal, it was only because the past could no 
be forgotten or her memories controlled. 

The valet ran to her car and opened her door. He wa. 
obviously shaken. “Ms. St. Germaine, did you hear? Pet< 
found her, and now the police—*’ 

“I heard, Jim.” She flashed him a confident, if grim 
smile. “Everything’s going to be fine. Just do your job, anc 
if anyone has questions or concerns, you send them to me 
All right?” 

The young man returned her smile, looking almos 
comically relieved. “The police have already asked me al 
sorts of stuff. The way they questioned me, it was like the] 
thought I did something.” 

“Really?” Glory narrowed her eyes slightly. “What die 
they ask you?” 

“Who was in and out tonight. If I saw anybody or any 
thing unusual. You know, like if one of the guests was act 
ing upset or unusually rushed.” He leaned toward her anc 
for the first time she realized that he was afraid. “Then the) 
asked me if I could account for all of my time. They askec 
me if I had the opportunity, during work, to come and gc 
as I please, with no one knowing. Why did they ask me 
that, Ms. St. Germaine? You don’t think I’m . . . I'm a sus 
pect, do you?” 

(t She shook her head and patted his arm comfortingly. 
“Those are all routine questions. Don’t you worry another 
minute, Jim. I’ll take care of everything. Where’s Pete?” 

“With the police.” He pointed. “Inside. Man, from whal 
I heard, they’re really giving him the third degree.” 

“Is that so?” She glanced in the direction he indicated, 
then returned her gaze to his. “Have any of the press ar- 
rived?” J 

He shook his head. “Not yet.” 

“Good. When they do, come and get me. Immediately. 
Interrupt whatever I’m doing. I don’t want them in the ho- 
tel. Is that clear?" 
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the police yet, so I don’t know any more than you do. I’m 
sure they’ll be issuing a statement soon.” 

“Where was the body found?” another reporter asked. 
“Do you think the killer could still be on the premises. 

“Absolutely not,” Glory said confidently. The hotel is 
completely secure. As you all know, this cnmmal simply 
chooses a place— any place— to leave hisvictans. Unfor 
tunately, he chose my parking garage. This murder has 
nothing to do with the hotel. Nothing at all. 

“But, Ms. St. Germaine,” called a reporter from Chan- 
nel Eight, a woman she didn’t recognize, “do you think 
your guests can feel safe after this? Knowing that a killer 

was on the premises?” , 

Glory shook her head, a smile tugging at the corners oi 
her mouth, making sure she was the picture of confidence. 
“Let’s put it this way, the last victim was found at St. Louis 
Cathedral. I attended mass there last Sunday and I assure 
you, I felt perfectly safe. It seems to me, this guy’s picking 
some of New Orleans’s best addresses. I have to say, 
though, the St. Charles has much better security. State-of- 


the-art.” . , 

k She saw that her public-relations man had arrived ana 
was heading her way. She smiled at the reporters. I ni 
needed inside the hotel, but Gordon Mackenzie, my pub- 
lic-relations director, will finish telling you about our se- 
curity team and answer all your other questions.’ 

After exchanging a quick word with Gordon about what 
had already transpired, she slipped back inside to save 
Vincent. And none too soon. He had been cornered by two 
uniformed officers, no doubt in an effort to get him to 
agree to a room-to-room search. And he was crumbling 
fast. 

"Perhaps 1 can help you, Officers?” She held out her 
hand. “I’m Glory St. Germaine, the hotel’s owner.” Jus! 
as she had suspected, they wanted to search the hotel and 
wake the guests. She smiled sweetly. “I’m sorry, but that 
won’t be possible. You’ll have to do without.” 
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The men exchanged glances. “We have our orders, 
ma’am.” 

“Is that so?” She smiled again, sweet as pie. “Well, I’ve 
already spoken with my lawyer and you have no right to 
search these premises without my permission or a warrant. 
You have neither. Now,” she asked, looking from one of- 
ficer to the other, “who’s in charge of this little circus?” 

The younger one cleared his throat. “That would be De- 
tective Santos.” 

At hearing his name, Glory squeezed her fingers into 
fists. “And where might I find Detective Santos?” 

“He’s in the garage. With the coroner. I’m afraid you’ll 
have to wait here.” 

“Like hell, Officer. It’s my hotel, I’ll go anywhere I 
please.” Without waiting for an argument, she turned and 
headed for the elevator. She took it to the third floor and 
the bridge between the hotel and parking garage. 

The area had been cordoned off by a yellow police line. 
Compared to the chaos in the lobby, however, it was quiet 
up here. Up ahead she saw a group of people, several of 
them squatting, studying something on the ground. 

Not something. Someone. Glory shuddered and crossed 
herself. That poor girl, she thought. 

“Excuse me!” An officer hurried toward her. “You can’t 
be in here.” 

“I need to speak to Detective Santos.” 

She started to move by the man, he caught her arm, and 
none too gently. “I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said, his steely 
voice brooking no argument, “Detective Santos is busy 
right now. You’ll have to wait in the hotel.” 

Glory jerked her arm from his grasp and squared her 
shoulders. “My name is Glory St. Germaine. This is my 
hotel, and I demand to see Detective Santos. Now.” 

For a fraction of a second, the officer looked as if he 
might try to argue with her. Then he shrugged. “Suit 
yourself.” 

He hurried back to the group, and a moment later Glory 
saw one of the men stand, then start toward her. Not any 
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man, she realized. Santos. Her Santos. Hex heart began to 
thunder, the inside of her mouth turned to ash. She called 
herself a fool and reminded herself of why she was here— 
she had to protect the hotel, her employees and guests. No 
matter the cost. 

He stopped before her. She looked into his dark eyes, 
looked into them for the first time in ten years, and all her 
stem self-reminders flew out of her head. For a fraction of 
a second, she was sixteen again, sixteen and head-over-heels 
in love. 

“Well, look at the little firecracker,” Santos drawled, a 
snide edge to his voice. “All grown-up and in charge now. 
Accustomed to giving orders and getting her way. What can 
I do for you, ma’am? Better make it fast, though. I’m 
busy.” 

She stiffened her spine and faced him down, not both- 
ering with preliminaries. “I will not have you harassing my 
guests or my staff. If you need something, you come 
through me or the hotel lawyer. We will make ourselves 
available to you.” 

“Will you?” He moved his gaze slowly, insolently over 
her, from head to toe. “Make yourself available to me?” 

“Don’t push me, Detective. If you so much as say good 
morning to one of my employees or patrons without con- 
sulting me first. I’ll have your job. Do you understand?” 

“My job? Really?” Santos arched his eyebrows, amuse- 
ment tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Well, I’ll he 
damned. Who are you going to get it from? The mayor?” 

She folded her arms across her chest, feeling the color in 
her cheeks and hating it. “As a matter of fact, we are ac- 
quaintances. And the governor also happens to be a friend 
of the family.” 

“Is that so?” He took a step closer, then bent toward her, 
looking her straight in the eye. “Here’s a news flash for 
you, princess. You can have my job. But until then, I'm 
going to do it to the best of my ability. To that end, you will 
provide me with a list of hotel guests and employees. I will 
question those guests and employees. And by the way, if 
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you don’t cooperate with me, in every way, I’ll have you 
charged with obstruction of justice. Do you understand?” 

“Just try it, Detective.” 

He narrowed his eyes. “Don’t . . . tempt me.” 

He turned and started to walk away, then as if thinking 
better of it, stopped and faced her once more. He stared at 
her a long moment, then smiled. “Why, Glory, you’ve be- 
come the woman your mother always wanted you to be. She 
must be very proud.” 

His words affected her like a blow. She caught her breath 
but held her ground, fighting to keep him from knowing 
how much that comment hurt. Even as she opened her 
mouth to deliver a stinging retort, he turned and walked 
away. 
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By 9:00 a.m., Glory bad talked to a reporter from every 
publication or news department in the South. Or so it 
seemed. She had also talked to two agitated corporate- 
meeting planners, managing to convince one not to pull 
their fall seminar from the St. Charles and persuading the 
other to at least reconsider their decision to do so. She had 
been forced to sway them with the offer of additional dis- 
count incentives on rooms and banquet facilities. Dis- 
counts the hotel could ill afford. 

She released a deep breath, exhausted but relieved that 
the worst was over, though she had no illusions: what she 
and the PR firm had accomplished was the equivalent of 
putting a Band Aid on a hemorrhage. 

The St. Charles was in trouble. 

She sank back in her desk chair, the one that had been 
her father’s, leaned her head against the rest and closed her 
eyes. Soon, she would have to make some tough decisions 
concerning the hotel. Decisions she dreaded making, ones 
her father would not have liked and her mother would fight 
tooth and nail. 

But something had to give. If she didn’t get occu- 
pancy— and profits— up, hotel services and staff would 
have to be cut. That would lead to another decline in oc- 
cupancy, another reduction of room rate. Soon, mainte- 
nance of the facility would begin to suffer, then the hotel 
would slide into disrepair. And on and on in a nightmarish 
domino effect. 

She couldn’t let that happen. She wouldn’t. 
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Glory made a sound of frustration and stood. She 
crossed to the picture window and looked down at St. 
Charles Avenue. The squad cars were gone, the news vans, 
the curious. Business as usual. For her. The hotel. For New 

Orleans. , , . , 

Business as usual. Glory reached out and touched the 
glass, its smooth surface cool and unbending beneath her 
fingers. But today didn’t feel like business as usual. This 
day felt new, different. She felt different. 

Santos. 

Seeing him had unnerved her badly, more than anything 
in a long time. She should have been prepared: ten years 
had passed, she was an adult now, a professional woman 
with the responsibility of running a one-hundred-and- 
twenty-five room hotel. Even so, the contempt in his eyes 
and voice had cut through the years, through the protec- 
tive wall she had built around herself; it had cut through all 
her defenses. The contempt in his eyes had hurt. 

“Why, Glory, you’ve become the woman your mother 
always wanted you to be.” 

Glory glanced down at her hands and realized they were 
trembling. She quickly balled them into fists, swearing 
softly as she did. Had she become the woman her mother 
had always wanted her to be? 

Yes. And no. 

Glory tilted up her chin, hating the defensiveness of the 
movement, but unable to stop herself. He had said it with 
such scorn. How dare he? What was wrong with the woman 
she had become? She was a leader in the community, a 
prominent businesswoman. No, she didn’t lead with her 
heart any longer. Yes, she kept a tight rein on her emo- 
tions. So what if when she chose to date, she chose the right 
n of man. No more bad boys for her, no more fireworks. 
No more useless, destructive defiance. 

N ° r ‘ e of J? er choices were wrong, they weren’t to be 

r°r!,uu [ ' , S ^ vv , as a grown-up. A responsible adult. 
Could he claim the same? Running around the streets with 
gun, playmg cops and robbers, playing the macho super- 
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cop. She had heard he was a hothead, had heard that his 
bad-boy attitude had, on several occasions, gotten him in 
trouble with his higher-ups. 

He had remained true to his dreams, to the person he had 
always been. Could she claim the same? 

Her thoughts grated, and she made a sound of disdain. 
A case of arrested adolescence, in her opinion. Even if he 
was one of the most highly decorated officers on the force, 
she was certainly better off without him. 

Sure she was. 

Glory turned away from the window and returned to her 
chair. So what if she had never forgotten him? So what if 
she had never forgotten the way she had felt in his arms, 
whole, complete, and completely happy? So what if noth- 
ing in her life— before or since— had felt so right? 

As an adult, she understood that those feelings had been 
no more than a childish illusion. She understood that just 
because something felt right didn’t mean it was right. 

She had learned that lesson. She had paid a terrible price 
for it. A lesson she would never forget, a price she would 
never forgive herself for. 

1 She missed her father still, keenly. It was as if she had a 
gaping hole inside her, a hole nothing could fill, no amount 
of food or drink, no amount of tears or laughter or work. 
She had tried them all. 

Glory passed a hand over her face, acknowledging phys- 
ical and emotional exhaustion. She would feel better after 
some sleep, she told herself, gazing out at the bright May 
day. Or a meal. She hadn’t eaten, she realized, glancing at 
her watch. She’d had at least a half-dozen cups of coffee, 
but no food. No wonder she felt so melancholy and on 
edge. 

“Glory Alexandra, why wasn’t I called?” 

Her mother’s voice affected her like nails on a chalk- 
board. Glory stiffened, turned and faced Hope. She stood 
in the doorway, the picture of the fashionable uptown ma- 
tron. Behind her, Glory’s secretary lifted her hands up in 
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apology. No matter how often Glory asked, her mother re- 
fused to either knock or be announced. 

“Hello, Mother. Come right in.” 

“I repeat,” Hope said, striding across the dove gray 
carpeting, “why wasn’t I called?” 

“You’re referring to—” 

“That unfortunate police matter, of course.” The older 
woman shuddered and sat down. “It’s positively ghastly. 
Dumping that girl here. Really.” 

Her mother’s prejudice raised Glory’s hackles. She 
leaned back in the chair, liking the feel of it around her, 
feeling ridiculously, childishly safe in it. “That poor girl 
was one of God’s children, same as you and I. My heart 
goes out to her and her family.” 

For a moment, her mother said nothing, then she made 
a fluttering motion with her right hand. “Of course. The 
poor thing certainly didn’t deserve to die. But to dump her 
here? Awful, just awful.” 

Glory gave up. It never did any good to argue with her 
mother; she would never see the world as Glory did. In- 
stead, she met her mother’s gaze evenly and directed the 
conversation back to the woman’s original question. “I saw 
no reason to call you, Mother. There was nothing you could 
do and it was the middle of the night.” 

Her mother leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “Not only 
am I half owner of the hotel, but need I remind you, it was 
my family money, my inheritance, that bailed out Philip 
and the hotel from certain financial ruin. We could have 
lost the St. Charles then, but we didn’t.” She pressed a fist 
to her chest. “Because of me. I repeat, I should have been 
called.” 


When Glory had taken over five vears ago, she had dis- 
covered a discrepancy in the books-Ioans that had been 
paid off, debt that had disappeared as if by magic. Her 
mother had explained, but ever since, any time they dis- 
agreed about the hotel, her mother had thrown the fact in 
Glory s face. She was tired of it. 
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Angry, Giory placed her palms on the desk and stood. 
“And I run the hotel. Mother. If you’d like to take over 
that job, we’ll talk. Until then, I stand by my decision. 
There was no reason for you to be here, there still isn’t. 
Everything’s been handled.” 

Her secretary buzzed. A reporter from the Times Pica- 
yune was calling for a quote. Glory excused herself and 
took the call, watching as her mother stood, crossed to the 
desk and picked up one of the framed photos that deco- 
rated its top. She chose one of Glory’s father, taken for 
publicity reasons shortly before his death. A lump formed 
in Glory’s throat as her mother lightly, lovingly touched the 
glass. 

After Philip’s death, men, many men, had called on her 
mother. She had turned them all away. She had told Glory 
that no one could take the place of her sweet Philip. For a 
long time, Glory had wished that her mother would relent; 
her loneliness only accentuated Glory’s feelings of guilt. 

Finally, Glory had come to accept that her mother would 
never date, never ramy again. But acceptance hadn’t eased 
her burden of guilt, it had only made it a permanent weight 
around her neck. 

Swallowing hard, Glory returned her attention to the re- 
porter. “Yes, that’s right. You can quote me on that. If you 
need any additional information, please don’t hesitate to 
call.” 

A moment later, she hung up the phone. As she did, her 
mother carefully set the photograph back in its place, then 
returned her gaze to Glory’s. “I suppose you saw... /tint last 
night.” 

Glory’s heart began to thud; her mouth went dry. “If 
you mean Santos, yes, I saw him. He’s working this case.” 

“I’d heard that.” Hope smiled thinly. “I’d heard he’d 
become a . . . policeman.” 

She drawled the word as if becoming a cop was the 
equivalent of falling into a bucket of slop. Glory felt her 
cheeks heat, and she jumped to his defense. “He’s a very 
good detective, I hear. One of the N.O.P.D.’s best, as a 
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matter of fact. I’m glad he’s on our side.” She glanced at 
her watch. “If there’s nothing else, Mother, some matters 
need my attention.” 

“Of course. You’re very busy.” Hope crossed to the of- 
fice door, then turned back. “Oh, there is one other thing. 
I’m giving a small dinner party Saturday night. The Re- 
naissance Room, eight o’clock. Why don’t you bring that 
nice plastic surgeon you were seeing. What was his name?” 

“William,” Glory answered, then shook her head. 
“Mother, how small a dinner?” 

“Only twenty.” She made a fluttering motion with her 
right hand. “But don’t you worry about a thing, I already 
made arrangements with both the restaurant manager and 
the chef. Everything’s set. All you have to do is show up.” 

And pay for it. Glory made a sound of frustration. 
“We’ve talked about this. You can’t continue entertaining 
this way. You can’t continue to give away rooms and food 
and services. The hotel can no longer support that kind of 
life-style.” 

“I’ll do as I please, Glory Alexandra,” her mother said 
softly, her tone measured. “It’s my hotel.” 

“You don’t understand, if you continue to—” 

“I understand very well. But why have the bother of the 
hotel, if we can’t enjoy its advantages?” 

Glory shook her head. “The hotel is our business. It’s 
how we support ourselves. But it’s more than that, too. 
It’s-” 

“What is it?" Hope mocked. “Your heritage? A part of 
the family? Please. Without the freebies, it would be noth- 
ing more than a boulder around our necks.” 

“A boulder around our necks?” Glory repeated, 
stunned. “If you feel that way about the hotel, why did you 
•^ V m did you use your family money to hold on to 

Because your father was going to sell our personal as- 
sets to bail it out. He was going to mortgage our home, sell 
the summer place, my jewelry, the Rolls. That was unac- 
ceptable." 
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Hope shook her head, her expression disgusted. “Peo 
pie would have talked. They would have laughed at us be 
hind our backs. I couldn’t have that.” 

Glory digested what her mother had just told her. Hei 
father had loved the hotel beyond measure; he had passer 
that love on to his daughter. But her mother felt none oi 
that affection for the place. She talked as if she hated it. 

“What about now, Mother?” Glory asked. “What il 
there was talk now?” 

Hope met her daughter’s eyes. They were clear, deter- 
mined and so very cold that Glory shuddered. 

“I would do whatever necessary to stop the talk. OI 
course.” 

Without another word, she left the office. Glory watched 
her go, her last words, the meaning behind them ringing in 
her ears. 
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Liz lay in the center of her rumpled bed, staring up at the 
ceiling, her thoughts a disturbing jumble. Santos had left 
hours ago, before dawn*, even so, she hadn’t slept a wink 
since. 

Right now he could be talking to Glory , looking into her 
eyes. Remembering. Beginning to want her all over again. 

Her head filled with images, ones from her memory, of 
Santos and Glory together, of the passionate way they had 
looked at each other, the hungry way they had touched each 
other. It filled, too, with images from her taunting, cruel 
imagination, of Santos and Glory together now, two con- 
senting adults who knew exactly what they wanted and how 
to please each other. 

Liz moaned and pulled the pillow, his pillow, over her 
face, cursing herself for her insecurities, her traitorous 
thoughts. He wouldn’t want Glory again, she told herself. 
He wouldn’t. He hated Glory as much as she did; he had 
told her so. 

Liz breathed deeply. The pillow smelled of Santos. She 
buried her face deeper into it, growing drunk on the scent. 
She loved him so much. 

He didn’t love her back. 

Moaning again, Liz sat up, bringing the pillow with her. 
Not yet, anyway. He liked her-a lot, he had told her. He 
enjoyed her company, their lovemaking. But he had no de- 
sire for permanence. No desire for love or the kind of 
commitment that comes with it. 

Liz knew he was being honest with her. She felt the dis- 
tance he put between them, she felt the walls he erected 
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around himself. There were parts of him he didn’t share. 
That be would not share. His feelings. His hopes and 
dreams. His heart. 

She blamed Glory. For just as Glory had stolen Liz’s fu- 
ture, she had stolen Santos’s ability to love and trust. She 
had stolen his heart. 

Liz curled her fingers into the feather pillow, hugging it 
to her. They had been lovers for nearly two months. Since 
their third date. She had initiated their lovemaking, 
shamelessly, wantonly. But she had wanted him so badly; 
she hadn’t been able to bear the thought of waiting. It 
seemed as if she had already waited forever. 

Because she had loved him forever. 

She drew her knees to her chest. He needed time, she told 
herself. In time, he would realize how good they were to- 
gether, how good they were for each other. 

If Glory didn’t steal him from her first. 

Liz pressed her face to her drawn-up knees. She thought 
back two hours ago, trying to recall Santos’s exact reac- 
tion to the news that he would be paying a visit to the St. 
Charles Hotel. She struggled to remember each word they 
had exchanged, every nuance of his expression. He had 
gotten a call from headquarters about the murder. The 
phone hadn’t awakened her, but suddenly she bad realized 
he wasn’t beside her. 

She remembered opening her eyes and seeing him tug- 
ging on his jeans. His expression had been tight, angry. She 
remembered 3 shiver of apprehension had moved over her. 
“Santos?” she had asked. “What’s happened?” 

He’d met her eyes, then looked away. “I’ve got to go.” 
He sat on the edge of the bed and put on his shoes. “They 
found another body.” 

She sat up and pushed the hair out of her eyes. “The 
Snow White Killer?” 

“The very one.” 

She stroked his thigh. “I'm sorry.” 
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“Me, too.” He opened his mouth as if to say more, then 
closed it. He stood, retrieved his shoulder holster and 
slipped it on. 

“I’ll get you some coffee.” 

“There’s no time.” He bent and kissed her. “Go back to 
sleep.” 

“Are you coming back?” she asked sleepily, lying back 
down and curling up with his pillow. 

He shook his head. “I’ll stop at the restaurant later.” 
She nodded, a lump in her throat. She loved him so much 
that watching him leave hurt, physically hurt. “Wait!” He 
stopped in the doorway and looked back at her. “This time, 
where did he . . . leave the body?” 

Santos had hesitated for one long, damning moment, as 
if he hadn’t wanted to tell her, as if he had wanted to hide 
the truth from her. And in that moment, Liz had known — 
Santos still had feelings for Glory. 

Now, Liz jumped out of bed, too agitated to remain still 
another moment. If she didn't throw herself into some sort 
of task or activity, her thoughts would drive her crazy. 

Although she had originally planned to let Darryl, her 
bartender/assistant manager, open up, she would head 
down to the restaurant. Santos would stop by later, and 
when she looked into his eyes, she would see that every- 
thing was going to be all right. 

Sure she would. With that thought fixed firmly in her 
mind, she went to shower. 

It was nearly three o’clock before Santos made it by The 
Garden of Earthly Delights. By that time, Liz’s mood had 
progressed from agitated to despondent. Her fears, her in- 
securities, had eaten at her all day. She had been unable to 
halt her runaway thoughts, to dim the images in her head. 

If only Santos loved her. If only she didn’t know how 
much Santos and Glory had once loved each other. 

“Hey there.” Santos came up behind her and looped his 
arms around her. “Boy, are you a sight for sore eyes.” 

Liz ducked out of the circle of his arms. “Am I?” 
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He frowned. “I wouldn’t have said it if it weren’t true.” 

“Of course you wouldn’t, not an upstanding guy like 
you. Not Mr. Honesty.” She was so angry she was shak- 
ing. Angry at him. At Glory. At herself for not being able 
to control her feelings. 

He placed his hands on his hips. “What’s the problem, 
Liz?” 

“No problem.” She lifted a shoulder in feigned indiffer- 
ence. “Glad you found the time in your busy day to stop 
by.” 

“So that’s it.” He narrowed his eyes. “I'm on a case, you 
know what that means.” 

“But this case is different, isn’t it? This particular vic- 
tim was different.” She folded her arms across her chest. 
Even as she said the words, she wished she could call them 
back. She sounded jealous, she sounded whiny and clingy. 
And she wasn’t normally that way; she hated it. 

And Santos wasn’t the kind of man who could take that 
kind of woman. He needed space, freedom. She could al- 
most see him withdrawing from her. 

“Look, Liz—” he dragged a hand through his hair, 
making a sound of frustration “—I’ve been up most of the 
night. I’m tired, I’m hungry and I’m pissed off. So say what 
you mean, because frankly. I’m not in the mood for child- 
ish innuendos.” 

Liz hiked up her chin. “You saw her, didn’t you?” 

“If you mean Glory, yes, I saw the high queen of the St. 
Charles and I didn’t particularly enjoy it.” 

“Are you sure? I mean . . .” Liz biinked against tears, 
feeling like a total jerk. 

“Don’t do this, Liz.” He took a step toward her and 
cupped her face in his hands. “Just let us be. . .here and 
now. The way we are. Let the past go.” 

“I want to, I do.” She drew in a shuddering breath. “But 
I can’t seem to stop myself. I keep remembering how it 
was . . . between you two. And I know how she is. Selfish. 
Self-centered. She wouldn’t think twice about — ” Liz 
shook her head. “I hate her so much. She stole my future 
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from me, and she didn’t even care that she had done it. If 
not for her, who knows what I would have done or be- 
come.” 

“You own your own business. You’ve done so well.” 
Santos searched her gaze. “Don’t you like what you’re do- 
ing, Liz?” 

She struggled to find the right words. “I do like it. And 
I feel... good about it. But I had such dreams, Santos. Such 
big dreams.” Tears welled in her eyes, and she fought their 
spilling over. “I was going to do something important with 
my life. I was going to be a scientist or a surgeon. Or I was 
going to invent something that would change people’s 
lives . . . maybe even the world.” 

“But you are,” he said softly. “With this place, your 
food. You’re making people healthier.” 

She shook her head, not buying his comment, focusing 
instead on her anger. “That’s not the point. She didn’t care 
what I lost. All she cared about was herself. All she could 
think about was herself. 

“I thought she was my friend,” Liz said, hearing the 
bitterness in her own voice and wishing she didn’t. “I would 
have done.. .anything for her, Santos. Of course, I be- 
lieved she felt the same way, I believed she would go to the 
same lengths for me. She told me she would. She lied.” 

Liz covered his hands with hers. “You see why I don’t 
trust her?” 
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Santos bent his head to hers. “Yes, I understand. She 
hurt me, too. She betrayed me, too. But. . .it’s me you have 
to trust. I’m not interested in Glory St. Germaine. What I 
thought we felt for each other all those years ago was a lie. 
She was not the person I thought she was.” 

“But your memories-- ’ ’ 


“Are all bad.” He looked deeply into her eyes. “She’s 
not going to come between us. And she’s not going to stoD 
me from loving you.” v 

She searched his gaze, aching. “Only you can stop you 
from loving me, is that it?” 
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He hesitated. “I’m sorry, Liz. I didn’t mean that the way 
it sounded.” 

“Yes, you did.” She swung away from him. “I need to 
get back to work.” 

He caught her arm. “Let’s not fight. Don’t let her come 
between us. We have something good here. Something re- 
ally good. Let’s not. . .blow it.” 

Something good . But not great. Tears flooded her eyes. 
“I don’t want to blow it. I don’t want to lose you.” 

He bent to kiss her. “I’ve got to go.” 

She curled her fingers into his lapels. “Stay and eat.” She 
smiled. “I added cow to the menu, just for you.” 

He returned her smile. “I want to, but I can’t.” 

“Will I see you later?” 

“I’ll try.” 

He was already moving away from her, feeling trapped. 
She saw it in his eyes, in the slight tightening of his mouth. 
She cursed her insecurities, cursed Glory St. Germaine and 
the number she had done on Santos all those years ago. 
“Call me. Let me know.” 

“I will.” He kissed her again and walked away. 

She watched him go, feeling as if she had lost him for 
good. Vowing to herself that it wasn’t true, she went back 
to work. 
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Santos and Jackson faced each other across the scarred 
wooden desk, its top littered with stacks of papers, folders 
and used foam coffee cups. Around them the chaotic 
sounds of the homicide division ebbed and flowed; they 
had worked around such sounds so many years that nei- 
ther noticed them anymore. 

Santos cleared a space in the center of the desk and laid 
out photos of the six Snow White Killer victims. He handed 
a photo of the last victim to Jackson. “Autopsy’s in.” 

Jackson studied the photograph a moment, then looked 
up. “So what have we got?” 

“First off, she put up a struggle.” Santos handed Jack- 
son two more photos, ones that documented the dark pur- 
ple bruises on her arms, shoulders and back. “She must 
have realized what was going down before our boy got a 
chance to do her.” 

Jackson studied the photos, then tossed them back on the 
desk. “And the apple?” 

“The last two girls didn’t voluntarily take a bite. He had 
to take a bite and stuff it down their throats after they were 
dead.” 

“Charming.” 

Santos pursed his lips. “I bet our boy didn’t like bavin» 
to do that one bit. And I m damn sure he didn’t appreciate 
this last girl putting up a fight. He wants his girls to be per- 
fect, angelic and unmarred.” Santos frowned. “Un- 
marred, he repeated. “But he picks prostitutes ” 

‘And cleans them up.” 

‘‘Purifies them.” 
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“Right.” Jackson steepled his fingers. “He gets then 
ready for God.” 

“But,” Santos said, “he has sex with them after they’n 
dead. After he’s sent them to God. I don’t get that. That 1 ! 
the piece of the puzzle that doesn’t work for me.” 

“Maybe he thinks he’s God. He marks them with tht 
cross, branding them with his sign. Not His, but if oui 
theory holds true, his, the killer’s.” 

Santos met Jackson’s eyes, chilled. “And the apple’s the 
forbidden fruit.” 

“Bingo.” 

Santos jumped to his feet, frustrated and restless, the 
need for action damn near making him crazy. “God made 
the apple off limits. The serpent tempted Eve to taste the 
fruit. She did, then offered it to Adam.” 

“Goodbye, paradise, hello, Original Sin.” 

“So these girls do it,” Santos continued, “they taste the 
apple, they sin. They need to be cleansed, they need their 
sin taken away. He does that by killing them. He’s doing 
them a big favor, he thinks. The sick bastard.” 

Santos crossed to the water cooler, then strode back, 
flexing his fingers. He wanted this guy so badly he could 
taste it. He stopped in front of Jackson. “So, where’s the 
semen? Where’s the biological evidence associated with a 
sex crime?” 

Jackson linked his fingers. “You’re thinking foreign ob- 
ject?” 

“Yeah. Maybe.” Santos narrowed his eyes in thought. 
“Or. . . our guy could be a woman.” 

For a moment the silence deafened. Jackson shook his 
head. “I don’t think so. No way.” 

“But it’s a possibility.” 

“Yeah. A possibility. But with what we’ve got, anything 
is.” 

Jackson was right. They had nothing. Except bodies. Sit 
of them. Damn. 
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Santos dragged his hands through his hair. “The girls are 
catching on. They’re scared. They know his M.O. And the 
problem is, if he can’t have things his way, he’ll move on.” 
“And we won’t get him.” 

“We’ve got to get him. He’s right under our noses.” 
Santos hesitated, thinking. “He’s a Quarter regular, I’m 
sure of it. He’s someone these girls know. They trust him. 
Otherwise, we would have seen more signs of struggle be- 
fore now. I have a feeling about this.” 

Jackson rocked back in his chair, his arms folded across 
his chest. “Let’s look at.the crucifix again.” 

Santos reached around the desk and tugged open the top- 
right desk drawer. He took out a half a dozen jewelry boxes 
and tossed them on the desk. They all contained cheap tin 
crucifixes, all of the type the killer used to imprint the vic- 
tims’ palms, all had been procured in the French Quarter. 

In a town as Catholic as New Orleans, one in which sal- 
vation was as deeply embedded in the psyche of the people 
as sin, religion had made its way into every area of life. 
Even the bacchanal of Mardi Gras had its roots in Catholi- 
cism, and religious items like these crucifixes could be 
found in every tourist shop, sometimes on the same shelf as 
coffee mugs shaped like tits and G-strings emblazoned with 
Y’all Come on the crotch. 

Santos selected a crucifix and held the pendant up for 
inspection. “I got this one from a bible thumper on the 
comer of Royal and St. Peter the other day.” He dropped 
it into its box, then selected another, only subtly different 
from the first. “I got this one in the Cabildo gift shop — ” 
He picked up another. “And this one in the voodoo store 
on Bourbon.” 


Santos ran the last one through his fingers, then dropped 
it into its box. “No witnesses, no clues. Damn.” 

“What about that kid from the St. Charles?” Jackson 
studied the photos. “I’m not sure I buy his alibis.” 

“They checked out.” 

“Yeah, but if you ask me, two of ’em stink like last 
week s shrimp po’boy.” Jackson leaned forward, his ex- 
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pression intent. “He had the opportunity. He frequents 
hookers. He’s around the Quarter a lot.” 

“But the way he came to pieces during questioning? That 
kid’s no killer/’ Santos returned to his desk, sat down and 
reached for one of the photos. He studied it a moment, 
frowning, then tossed it down. “The way he fell apart when 
we put on the pressure, hell, he would have confessed if he 
could have. I’m telling you, he’s not the one.” 

“I’m not convinced. I still think we should hav— ” 
Jackson bit back the words. “Don’t look now, partner, but 
trouble’s heading our way. And I think it’s got your name 
on it.” 

Santos swung in the direction of his partner’s gaze. Glory 
strode across the room, her gaze on him, her cheeks bright 
with angry color. He couldn’t help noticing the way she 
drew the gaze of every male she passed. It was no wonder. 
She was one gorgeous woman. Even as he reminded him- 
self that her beautiful exterior housed a heart of ice, he 
loved his own gaze over her appreciatively. She looked like 
million bucks, like a diamond among pieces of cut glass, 
ke a sleek, pampered pedigree in a roomful of junkyard 
ogs. 

And she looked as if she wanted someone’s head on the 
hopping block. Santos lifted his lips in an amused smile, 
rnd he had a damn good idea whose. 

She stopped before his desk, all outraged fury. “How 
dare you!” she began without preamble. “How dare 
you . . . interrogate my employee that way.” 

“Good morning, Ms. St. Germaine,” Santos said, smil- 
ing, deliberately taunting. “To what do we owe the plea- 
sure of this visit?” 

“Cut the crap.” She placed her palms on the desk and 
leaned toward him, glowering. “I forbade you to question 
any of my employees without clearing it with me first. Who 
gave you the authority to defy my instructions?” 

“You forbade me?” Santos eased to his feet, his gaze not 
leaving hers. “Defy your instructions?” 
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“I think I’ll just move my chair back a bit,” Jackson 
murmured, rolling a foot back from the desk. ‘‘Wouldn’t 
want to get caught in the cross fire. Shrapnel can be a real 
bitch.” 

Santos sent him a furious glance, then turned back to 
Glory. He mirrored her stance, placing his palms on the 
desk and leaning toward her, not stopping until they were 
nose-to-nose, “First off, Ms. St. Germaine, you have no 
right to give me instructions of any kind. I’ll do whatever I 
damn well need to, to get the bottom of this case. Second 
off, we talked to Pete on his own time, not yours.” He nar- 
rowed his eyes. “Back off.” 

Twin spots of angry color bloomed in her cheeks. “Just 
because you can’t find this guy, Detective, doesn’t give you 
license to single out an innocent boy for harassment. Might 
I suggest that instead of picking on hardworking kids, you 
get out in the street and find the maniac who’s butchering 
these girls.” 

Activity in the room ceased. For one moment, save for 
the creak of Jackson’s chair as he rolled back several more 
inches, silence reigned. Santos straightened, fury too mild 
a word to describe what he felt. 

He came around the desk to stand before her, stopping 
so close she had to tip her bead back to meet his eyes. She 
did, meeting his challenge, not backing down a fraction. 
Oh, yes, he thought, arrogantly sweeping his gaze over her. 
She had grown into one hard-as-nails, cold-as-ice broad. 

He narrowed his gaze. “And how do you know your 
Pete’s not the guy? Hmm, Princess St. Germaine? What if 
you have a killer working for you?” 

She made a sound of disdain. “That’s ridiculous. Pete’s 
a nice young man. He’s responsible and a model em- 
ployee.” 

“And I’ll bet the hotel guests like and trust him.” 

She hiked up her chin. “As a matter of fact, they do 
Very much.” 

Especially the women. They like... and trust him a lot 
Don t they?” 
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Glory paled. He had struck a nerve, he knew. Because it 
was true, She shook her head, anyway, making a dismis- 
sive motion with her right hand. “You had him in an in- 
terrogation room for four hours. No Miranda rights, no 
lawyer. You all but outright accused him of being the 
killer.” 

Santos arched his eyebrows in exaggerated innocence. 
“Why would we read him his rights? He wasn’t charged 
with anything. We were only questioning him. Right, 
Jackson?” 

“Right.” 

“See?” Santos ran his index finger along the side of his 
nose, a smile tugging at the edges of his mouth. “He didn’t 
request a lawyer. He didn’t ask to call one. Of course, if he 
had, we would have made one available to him. That’s the 
law, Ms. St. Germaine.” 

This time, it was she who narrowed her eyes. “If I were 
you, I’d wipe that smirk off your face. You know as well as 
I do that you strongly hinted to him that calling a lawyer 
would only make things look worse for him. You hinted 
that consulting a lawyer would make him look guilty, when 
in fact, we both know you simply wanted him unprotected 
and vulnerable.” 

Santos looked at Jackson in feigned shock. “Did we do 
that, Jackson?” 

“Not that I remember, partner. Maybe she’s thinking of 
some other homicide detective. Or maybe some TV show.” 

“Yeah,” Santos said. “Maybe that’s it. Too much TV.” 

“Don't insult my intelligence.” She let her breath out in 
an angry huff. “I’ve had enough of your intimidation and 
games. Next time, I’ll go right to Chief Pennington.” 

“No so fast, princess.” Santos met her eyes once more. 
“Is your employee feeling guilty about something? Why’s 
he so nervous?” 

“He’s not nervous.” She jerked her chin up. “He was 
simply shaken by your accusations.” 
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She stopped and looked over her shoulder at him. He saw 
the hesitation in her gaze, the apprehension. 

“He’s clean. He’s got an airtight alibi.” Santos smiled, 
acknowledging that he had won round one, acknowledg- 
ing that he liked the feeling. A lot. “1 just thought you’d 
like to know.” 

“You son of a bitch.” 

He smiled and tipped an imaginary brim. “At your 
service.” 
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Lily awoke to the sound of birds singing. Gently, sweetly, 
they coaxed her from her heavy sleep and into the new day. 
She opened her eyes. By the softness of the light, she judged 
that it was early, just after dawn. 

She folded back her blankets and climbed out of bed, 
though not without difficulty. She crossed to the French 
doors that led to the small balcony that overlooked the 
building’s central courtyard. Smiling, she opened them and 
stepped outside to admire God’s handiwork. 

The dappled light on the courtyard floor reminded her of 
her youth, though she couldn’t pinpoint exactly why. Her 
mind was flooded with memories of the mornings of her 
past, and with the sensory reminiscences that came with 
them: the dean, sweet scent of the air; the feel of morning 
dew on her toes; the enticing smell of bacon frying; the 
warmth of the sun on her face as she lifted it to heaven. 

Lily tilted her head and listened. The birds continued to 
sing; they sounded like a choir of angels. 

The cold came upon her so suddenly that for a moment 
she thought it January instead of June, thought the cold 
that enveloped her came from outside her rather than from 
within. 

But no, she was cold. To the touch cold. She rubbed her 
arms and found them wet. Slippery wet, as if she had been 
working in the garden during the day's zenith. 

The birds were singing. 

And she was dying . 

Lily didn’t know how she knew, but she did, with a kind 
of clarity she couldn’t dismiss. 
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He frowned and searched her expression as if suddenly 
realizing that something was wrong. “Lily, are you. .. all 
right?” 

Her left arm went numb. The sensation unsettled, rob- 
bing her of some of her peace. A modicum of her relief. She 
drew in a deep breath, forcing herself to focus. “I must tell 
you this now ... in case I can’t. . . later.” 

He stood and rushed over to her, his expression alarmed. 
He touched her, then snatched his hand away. “I’m call- 
ing 911.” 

“Wait!” She caught his hand, her shoulders growing 
tight. “Santos ... I want you to call Hope. I must see her 
before ... I have to see her before I—” 

The pain hit her like a foot to her chest. Lily squeezed 
Santos’s hand, holding on to him, on to his life force. 
‘ * Promise me you will . . . promise to . . . call her.” 

He promised, then raced for the phone and called 911. A 
moment later, he swept her into his arms and carried her 
down the flight of stairs to the building’s entrance to await 
the ambulance. 

Lily gazed lovingly at his face, unfooled by his set, emo- 
tionless expression. Inside Santos there had always raged an 
inferno of emotion. And a bottomless well of love. 

“Everyone goes sometime,” she said softly, her voice 
small and slurred with pain. “If this is mine, I welcome it.” 

“You’re not going to die.” Santos tightened his arms. 
“I’m not going to let you die, Lily.” 

“Silly boy,” she whispered, wanting to reach up and 
stroke his cheek but finding she didn’t have the strength. “I 
want you to. . . know how much I . . . love you, Santos.” 

“I know, Lily. I—” 

She shook her head, though she couldn’t feel her head 
move. “I think of you like a son. My son. Without 
you... my life— ” 

She gasped, struggling past the pain, wanting, needing to 
share this with him. “I was dead before you came into my 
life. You took my loneliness away. You gave me something 
I thought I would never . . . have. You gave me love, Vic* 
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tor. You’re a good boy, and I want you to know everything 
before I. .. before I die.” 

“Lily, stop this.” He pressed his face to her hair. “You’re 
scaring me.” 

“You deserve everything... good. I don’t think you know 
that about yourself. Promise me ... be kind to yourself. 
Don’t cheat yourself as I . . . Victor!” She brought a hand 
to her chest, her head emptied of everything but the pain. 
She closed her eyes. 

“No, Lily! Wait!” She heard the panic in his voice, felt 
it in the way he clutched at her. “You gave me those things, 
too, Lily. A home and a family. You gave me love. . . Lily, 
don’t do this. Please... don’t die. You can’t leave me. I need 
you.” 

“Hope,” Lily said again, her voice small and breathy. 
She curled her fingers into his T-shirt. “I must see... her. 
Must... make... peace. My baby, I...” 

The pain took her breath, her ability to speak. She heard 
the wail of the ambulance, heard Santos’s frantic, mut- 
tered pleas, the cry of the neighbor’s baby. And she heard 
the birds. Singing. Sweetly, sweetly calling. 

Then she heard nothing at all. 
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Th e next two hours passed in a panicked blur for Santos. 
Lily had suffered a heart attack, though the extent of the 
damage to her heart was not yet known. The doctor had 
administered the highest allowable amount of morphine to 
ease her pain, then later, when he had been sure what they 
were dealing with, he gave her a miracle drug he described, 
simply, as a clot buster. 

Though Santos had never considered himself a particu- 
larly spiritual man, a prayer ran continually through his 
head, one in which he begged God to keep Lily alive. His 
prayers had been answered, though the doctor had given 
him no pretty illusions to hang on to. Lily was old, her 
health poor and she had suffered what looked to be a ma- 
jor heart attack. The probability that she would have an- 
other was great. 

But she was alive. Santos gazed at her, so thankful he 
could weep. She was finally free of pain and was resting. 
The doctor had said she would sleep for as many as twelve 
hours and had suggested Santos get some shut-eye, too. The 
next few days would be long ones. 

Santos bent and pressed a kiss to her forehead, whis- 
pered that he would be back, then left the room in search 
of the pay phone. He called the division and Liz, then 
swallowing both his pride and bis hatred, he called Hope. 

She answered on the third ring and oddly, she didn’t 
sound surprised when he identified himself. 

“What can I do for you, Detective Santos?” 
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A shudder ran up his spine. He found something almost 
snakelike about her voice, about the way it moved over 
him “I’ve called with some bad news, I’m afraid.” 

“Oh, and what could that be? Another murder at the 

hotel?” . , . 

He amused the woman; he heard it m her voice. She 
thought she was so much better than he, so much above 
everything, even the law. That was obvious. She made him 
sick. 

“It’s about your mother,” he said stiffly, controlling his 
anger and dislike, but not hiding them. “She’s had a 
“I’m sorry. Officer,” Hope said, cutting him off, “but 
you’ve been misinformed. I have no mother. She died years 
ago, traveling abroad.” 

The image of Lily, pale, near death, filled his head. As 
did her plea that he bring Hope to her side. His anger 
swelled, taking his breath, stealing his self-control, his 
ability to think. For Lily, he reminded himself, gripping the 
receiver tightly. He would do this for Lily. 

“You can forget your little fairy tale, Mrs. St. Ger- 
maine. I know who you are. And personally, I don’t think 
you’re good enough to lick Lily’s boots, but she asked me 
to call you. For some reason, she actually thinks you’re 
worth a crap.” 

Hope laughed, the sound had an almost girlish lilt. “Is 
that so? Go on, Detective.” 

“She’s had a heart attack. And it doesn’t. . .it doesn’t 
look good.” Saying the words out loud hurt; they shook 
him to his core. His throat closed over them, betraying his 
feelings. What would he do without Lily? “There’s every 
chance she might . . . die.” 

For a moment, Hope was silent, then she made a small 
sound of impatience. “Is this supposed to concern me in 
some way, Detective?” 


^ Did you hear what I said? Your mother is dying ” 
calli^me.” eard y ° U ' BUt 1 ^ understand you’re 
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He could detect no regret in her voice, no remorse, not 
even a trace of sadness. How could she be so heartless? he 
wondered. How could she be so cold? 

He drew a deep breath, struggling to keep his fury and 
hatred in check. Hope St. Germaine would love having him 
lose it, he knew. She would love rubbing his nose in it. 

For Lily, he reminded himself again. For Lily he would 
do anything, even beg. “She wants to see you. She wants to 
make her peace with you.” 

“I’m sorry, Detective, but that won’t be possible.” 
“Are you saying—” 

“That's exactly what I’m saying.” 

“She’s dying, for Christ’s sake!” He struggled to get a 
grip on his rage. “She wants to see you. It’s her dying 
wish.” 

“Is that supposed to mean something to me? I can as- 
sure you, it doesn’t.” 

“Please.” He choked out the word, thinking of Lily, 
earing her weak plea, remembering all the years she had 
anged for her daughter. “Please,” he said again. “I’m 
egging you. Give her this. Let her die happy.” 

“No, thank you," she said sweetly, as if he were a can- 
■asser who had called for a donation. “Good day.” 

The phone went dead. Santos stared disbelievingly at the 
eceiver, adrenaline pumping through him, bis fury know- 
ng no bounds. The bitch had hung up on him ! She had re- 
used her dying mother's last wish. 

He slammed the receiver of the pay phone back into the 
iradle, so hard he heard the plastic housing crack. He 
vould show Hope St. Germaine; he would get her where 
he was most vulnerable. He would not allow her to treat 
Jly this way. 

He pressed the heels of hts hands to his eyes. Sweet, gen- 
rous Lily. Lily who had loved and shared so much and 
teen hurt so often. He would give Lily’s her heart’s desire, 
to matter what it cost him. 

Or rather, he would give her one of them. 
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After checking with the doctor and on Lily, then leaving 
his beeper number at the nurses' station, he went to his car. 
His fury in check, he slid inside, slapped his police light 
onto the roof and peeled out. He drove as only a seasoned 
police officer could— like a controlled madman. 

And made it to Glory’s Garden District cottage in less 
than fifteen minutes. He wheeled into her driveway, bea- 
con flashing. A neighbor, retrieving her Sunday paper, 
gaped openly at him, obviously aghast, then hurried in- 
side. No doubt to inform the rest of the family and neigh- 
borhood that that nice Glory St. Germaine was in some sort 
of trouble. 

His lips lifting in amusement, he slammed out of the car. 
Glory was about to become the talk of the 'hood. 

She answered the door within moments of his knock. She 
was wearing faded blue jeans and a short, soft knit top. Her 
feet were bare, her face free of cosmetics. She looked young 
and vulnerable; she looked like the sixteen-year-old girl he 
had fallen in love with. 

Seeing her that way affected him like a shock to his sys- 
tem. Memories flooded him, hot and sweet, electric and 
electrifying. In those moments, he remembered things he 
had managed to put out of his mind for twelve years. 
Things that made him ache, things that made him wish for 
the past, wish for a way to turn back the clock. 

He scowled at his own thoughts. She was not the girl she 
had been all those years ago. Hell, that girl had never even 
existed. 


“What?” she asked, searching his expression, hers con- 
cerned. Nervously, she brought a hand to her throat 
“What’s happened?” 

• L ^°^ ce business, he said stiffly, struggling for just the 
n Sh t tone of voice. You 11 have to come with me.” 

y° u? ” she repeated, alarm racing into her 
eyes. What do you mean? Am I under arrest or-” 
Nothing like that,” he said quickly. “I need you at 
headquarters. For questioning.” * 
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She frowned. “Has there been another murder? Is the 
hotel involved or—” She caught her breath. “Is this about 
Pete?” 

“I can’t discuss this until we’re on our way. I’m sorry.” 
He cleared his throat. ‘ ‘Could you p lease come with me?” 

“All right.” She nodded and stepped back from the door 
so he could enter. “I’ll get some shoes and my purse.” 

While he waited, he looked around her place. The large, 
open foyer was flanked on the right by a parlor, on the left 
by a dining room. As were the majority of homes in the 
Garden District, her raised cottage was old, probably dat- 
ing from the late 1800s. The windows ran almost from floor 
to ceiling, the wooden floors and molding looked like cy- 
press and had been buffed to a high shine. 

He had expected something grand, more a showplace 
than a home. He had expected a place that screamed 
wealth. Instead, her home looked lived-in and comfort- 
able in a warm, unpretentious way. 

“You look perplexed, ” she said, returning to the foyer. 

“Do I?” 

“Yes.” She slipped her purse strap over her shoulder and 
tipped up her chin. “Maybe you expected different digs for 
a princess?” 

He met her gaze evenly, hating that she had been able to 
read his mind. “Sorry to disappoint you, Ms. St. Ger- 
l maine, but I don’t have any expectations when it comes to 
you.” 

She flushed. “For you to disappoint me, I would have to 
care what you thought. I don’t.” 

“Good.” He motioned the door. “If you’re ready.” 

Together, they walked to his car and without speaking, 
climbed in. Santos started the car, glancing at her from the 
comer of his eyes. “Your seat belt, Ms. St. Germaine. It’s 
the law.” 

She shot him an annoyed glance, but did as he asked. 
Moments later, they were heading down St. Charles Ave- 
nue as if going to Lee Circle; instead, he darted onto the 
interstate, heading west. 
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She frowned. “I thought you said we were going to 

headquarters?” . 

“I did say that.” He eyed the speedometer, seemg that he 

had reached sixty-five. “But I lied.” 

It took a full ten seconds for his words to register. When 
they did, her eyes widened with alarm. “Let me out of this 
car right now. Do you hear me, Santos? I demand that you 
stop this car and let me out.” 

“Sorry, Glory, but I can’t do that. Somebody needs you. 
Somebody I care a lot about. I’m not going to let her 
down.” 

“This is ridiculous.” She drew in a sharp breath. “If you 
don’t stop this car right now, I’m going to report you 
for. .. for kidnapping!” 

Santos laughed and shook his head. “You’re being 
melodramatic. I didn’t kidnap you. We’re just going for a 
little ride.” 

“Against my will.” She grabbed the door handle. 
“That’s kidnapping.” 

He pressed down bn the accelerator. The speedometer 
shot up to seventy, then seventy-five. “I wouldn’t jump out 
just now, if I were you. It might hurt.” 

“You jerk. I’ll have your badge for this.” 

“That’s the second time you’ve said that to me. Sounds 
to me like you have a pretty serious case of badge envy.” 
She glared at him. “ Go to hell.’ ’ 

“Okay.” He took his eyes from the road to meet hers. 
“But first I have a story to tell you. I didn’t think you 
would listen if given a choice.” 

“So you’re not giving me a choice?” 

“Basically. But 5, after I tell you this story, you still want 
to jump out of the car while it’s moving, you’ll have mv 
blessing.” 

a guy.” She folded her arms across her chest. 
So, what kind of story is this?” 

“One about a mother and a daughter.” Santos cut her a 
quick glance, then returned his gaze to the road. Glory had 
turned her face to the window, deliberately ignoring him. 
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She shook her head, disbelieving, the full impact of his 
words hitting her. “You’re not actually suggesting- 

“Butlam.” , „ 

‘ ‘That’s ridiculous. That would mean my mother— 

“Is a liar.” He tightened his fingers on the steering wheel. 
“My Lily is the mother of the story.” He looked at Glory. 
“She’s your grandmother.” 

Glory shook her head again, bright spots of color stain- 
ing her cheeks. “This whole thing is absurd. I don’t be- 
lieve you.” 

“It’s absurd, all right. But it’s also true.” 

Glory brought a hand to her temple. He saw that it 
trembled. “If, all these years . . . Lily knew how to contact 
me, why didn’t she? If she longed to know me, why didn’t 
she simply make it happen?” 

“Because she’s ashamed of who she is. She’s ashamed of 
what she spent a good part of her life being. Because she 
was afraid you would reject her, just as her daughter had. 
She bought the bullshit line your mother fed her, about how 
she would ruin your life. How she would taint it.” He took 
a deep breath, angry again. More determined than a mo- 
ment before. “She needs you, Glory. She longs for you. 
She’s dying.” 

Glory caught her breath. “Dying?” 

_ “Yes.” Santos tightened his fingers on the steering wheel, 
fighting off the hopelessness that washed over him, focus- 
ing instead on his anger, his hatred for Hope St. Ger- 
maine. “And your mother refused to go see her. It’s the 
only thing Lily wants, her last wish. And your mother said 
no.” 


He glanced at her and saw from her expression that, even 
though she didn’t believe him, she was starting to wonder. 
He saw, too, that his story had touched her heart. “I know 
this is hard for you to swallow. I know what its being true 
W1 ™ n ’ t0 y° u - I have no reason to lie about this ” 
Why should I believe you, Santos? Just tell me that 
Your story is so farfetched it’s ludicrous.” 
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“Because it’s true. And because, if you’ll let me, I can 
prove it.” 

She hesitated again, obviously torn. She glanced at her 
watch, then back at him. “How long will this take?” 

“Longer than you’ve got. To prove my story, we’re go- 
ing to have to take a little drive.” She opened her mouth as 
if to refuse; he cut her off. “Think about this, Glory. What 
if it’s true? How will you feel, knowing you let an old 
woman die alone?” 

For a moment, Glory said nothing. He could almost see 
her considering her options, weighing her choices, the 
ramifications of each. Finally, she sighed. “This would 
mean that everything I know about my mother is a lie.” 

“I know. But isn’t knowing the truth, even if it hurts, 
better than believing a lie?” 

She caught her bottom lip between her teeth, then nod- 
ded. “You say you can prove this?” 

“Yes.” 

“All right, Santos. Prove it.” 

Santos took her to the River Road house. During the 
drive, she said little, lost, he knew, in her own thoughts. He 
could only imagine what was running through her head 
right now; he understood that this was going to hurt her. 

But he would do anything for Lily. And Lily needed her 
granddaughter. 

They reached Lily’s property; Santos stopped the car, 
climbed out and unlocked the huge iron gates. “Are you 
ready for this?” 

She met his eyes, her expression tense. “Does it matter 
if I’m not?” 

He smiled grimly. “No.” 

“Then let’s go.” 

He drove up the oak-lined alley, slowly so Glory could get 
a good look at the house, and so he could, too. He under- 
stood Lily’s unhappy feelings for this place, but he loved it. 
He thought it the most beautiful place in the world. 
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“It’s beautiful,” Glory said, as if reading his thoughts, 
a catch in her voice. 

“This was Lily’s house. Her home, the brothel. And it 
was her mother’s, and before that, her grandmother’s.” 

“It’s the Pierron House,” she murmured, realizing sud- 
denly. “I read about it. I remember a classmate pointing it 
out on a field trip to Oak Alley plantation.” 

“I imagine most Louisianians have heard of it. The 
Pierron women, and this place, were quite well known. Es- 
pecially in its heyday.” He stopped the car. “Here we are.” 

Santos said nothing more until after they were in the 
house. Their footsteps resounded in the quiet. He and Lily 
had left most of the furnishings, covered now in white 
sheets. The apartment hadn’t had room, and she hadn’t 
wanted most of these things around her. 

“I come as often as I can,” he said. “To check up on the 
place. A building as old as this always needs something. 
Lily can’t afford to hire someone to take care of it, so I do 
what I’m able myself.” 

After that, he didn’t speak. He trailed behind her as she 
made her way through the massive rooms, her head swiv- 
eling from side to side as she tried to take it all in. Occa- 
sionally, she would stop and lift one of the sheets to see a 
piece of furniture. Her face wore an expression that he had 
never seen before— one of wonder and fear, doubt and 
certainty. 

Glory stopped and stared up at a portrait above the fire- 
place. As a young girl, Glory had borne a resemblance to 
her ancestors. As a woman, she had grown into their im- 
age. She could have been gazing at a portrait of herself. 
“My God. She looks just like . . .” 

“I know.” Santos stopped beside Glory. “That’s Lily’s 
grandmother, Camellia Pierron. The first Pierron madam 
There was Camellia, Rose, then Lily.” 

“They were all named after flowers.” 

“Until your mother. Lily wanted to break the chain. She 
hated being what she was. And she wanted better for her 
daughter.” 
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“So she named her Hope.” Glory made a strangled 
sound, part amusement, part despair. “I guess I come from 
a long and illustrious line of career girls.” 

“You could say that.” A smile tugged at his mouth. 
“They were all smart. They kept this place going long af- 
ter it was fashionable. And they were all beautiful. Incred- 
ibly beautiful.” 

“And trapped,” Glory whispered, almost to herself. She 
turned to him. “What of their sons?” 

“There were none.” He shook his head. “Only daugh- 
ters. One for each Pierron woman ” 

Just like her mother. 

The unspoken thought hung in the air between them. 
Glory rubbed her arms, visibly shaken. “This could be a 
coincidence. Many southern Louisianians of French de- 
scent have similar coloring and features. I went to school 
with a girl who was often taken for my sister.” 

“Come.” He led her to photographs that could not lie. 
She picked up one after another, studying each, growing 
pale, her hands beginning to tremble. 

“You see? You’re the image of them. And look, there’s 
one of your mother.” 

This time she said nothing, but met his eyes, hers bright 
with tears, then quickly glanced away. “Is there anything 
else?” 

“Yes. This way.” 

He led her to the attic and a tr unk he had discovered 
years ago, though Lily had never known. It was filled with 
letters, ones that Lily had sent to Glory’s mother, ones that 
Hope bad opened and read, then callously returned to 
sender. They were letters from a desperate and lonely 
mother to the daughter she adored. They were pleas for 
forgiveness, pleas for love. He had cried when he read 
them, though he had been eighteen years old and bad 
thought himself pretty tough. 

Glory sank to the floor. With hands that shook, she se- 
lected one, though she didn’t open it. She stared at it, and 






346 


Erica Spindler 

Trembling, she tightened her fingers around Lily’s. In 
those same minutes , she had learned that her mother was a 
liar and a fraud. Dear God, which, of all the things her 
mother had told her of her childhood and youth, had been 
true? Had any of them? 

Tears stung her eyes. The grandparents she had thought 
she’d known, didn’t exist. The stories her mother had told 
her— of growing up in the big, sunny house on a hill in 
Meridian, Mississippi, of the times she and her daddy had 
walked hand in hand to get ice cream on Saturday after- 
noons, of Christmas Eves spent singing carols around the 
huge tree they had cut themselves— they were all lies. All of 
them. 

Despair built inside her. Panic with it. Now, here she sat, 
holding the hand of a stranger she had been told was her 
grandmother, holding her hand and hoping, praying, she 
didn’t die. 

Glory squeezed her eyes shut, fighting back the wave of 
emotions that threatened to swallow her. How could her 
mother have done this? How could she have lied this way— 
for all these years, to the people she loved and was sup- 
posed to trust? To her daughter? Her entire family? 

Family. 

Glory thought of her father, of the things he had taught 
her. About family. About heritage. What he had told her 
of knowing who she was by her family name and history. 
Those things, he had told her, could never be taken away 
from her, just as they could never be erased. 

Though her mother bad tried. Her mother had tried to 
steal her heritage from her. 

The panic returned, swelling inside her. Half of who she 
was was a mystery. A lie. Who was Glory St. Germaine? 
How could she know herself, if a part of her was a blank? 

Her head filled with the image of the River Road house, 
filled with the scent of the air, with the sound of the breeze 
through the ancient oaks, the creak of the floorboards be- 
neath her feet, and her lips lifted. She had felt an instant 
affinity for the house, she’d felt comfortable there, as if she 
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belonged. Before Santos had said a word, before she had 
seen the photos, before she had known the truth. 

The River Road house had felt like home. More like 
home than the house she had grown up in. Why? What did 
it mean that she had felt that way about that place? 

Santos stepped into the room. She knew it was him, 
though her back faced the door, though he didn’t speak. 
She sensed his presence, she felt it as an almost physical 
thing. The way she always had. A slow shudder of aware- 
ness moved over her, unwanted but unstoppable. His ef- 
fect on her, too, had not changed in the ten years that had 
passed since they’d been lovers. 

Ten years in which he had known who she was and she 
had been in the dark. 

A cry raced to her lips. She bit it back and glanced over 
her shoulder at him, the questions clawing at her, needing, 
demanding, answers. 

He only had eyes for Lily. 

Glory swallowed hard, forgetting the past, forgetting 
awareness and longings. Forgetting her questions. Her 
heart broke for him. She saw such grief in his eyes. Such 
love. 

And she saw fear. He had already lost one mother. Now, 
he stood on the threshold of losing another. 

This woman was not his mother, but he loved her as one. 
Glory realized. She bad earned his devotion. That said 
something. It meant something. 

Lily had been a prostitute. But she was a good woman, 
anyway, Glory acknowledged. A special woman. One who 
had made her way into Santos’s heart, a boy who had been 
tough and cynical, a boy who had been let down again and 
again. And she had changed his life by loving him. By be- 
lieving in him. 

Hurting, Glory turned quickly back to Lily. Santos 
wou d not want her to feel compassion for him. He 
wouldn t like it; he would misinterpret it as pity. Or worse. 



348 Erica Spindler 

Santos wanted nothing from her. In terms of basic hu- 
man decency, he expected even less than that. He though 
she was like her mother. 

Her mother. 

Glory’s throat closed with emotion. If she had been 
forced to beg for her life right now, she would have been 
unable to utter a sound. How could even her own mother 
have been so unforgiving? So heartless? How could she 
have read those wrenching letters, then returned them 
without a response? 

The image from before her eighth birthday, of her 
mother’s twisted features, the memory of the nailbrush 
moving punishingly over her skin, filled her head. With the 
image, her frightening words. “I will cleanse you. If l have 
to, I will scrub the flesh from your bones. You will be clean, 
Daughter.”' 

Glory shuddered, bile rising in her throat, nearly chok- 
ing her. It made a kind of twisted sense now, why her 
mother had reacted so violently when she had come upon 
her and Danny in the library, and years later when she had 
caught her necking in the church parking lot. As did her 
constant quoting of scripture, her obsession with Glory 
behaving like a perfect little lady, her obsession with the vile 
nature of the flesh. 

“It’s hard to believe they’re mother and daughter,” 
Santos murmured, crossing to the side of the bed, stop- 
ping beside Glory. “They’re nothing alike. I promise you 
that.” 

She didn’t ask what he meant or for him to clarify, his 
expression and tone told her everything. He loved Lily 
completely. “What did the doctor say?” she asked in- 
stead. 

“Not much. Nothing happened while I was gone. She’s 
resting comfortably. She’s stable for now. She could wake 
up anytime.” 

“She looks so. . . fragile.” 

Santos didn’t answer, and Glory knew he didn’t trust 
himself to speak. She swallowed past the lump in her 
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hroat. "I wish I could tell you that it was going to be all 
ipht/’ she said after a moment, softly. 

He cut her a glance, then looked quickly away. But you 

:an’t. No one can.” , , ., 

She felt his pain, his isolation, and yearned to take it 
away. She yearned to touch him, to wrap her arms and 
herself around him and offer him comfort and support with 
her body. 

She caught herself starting to do just that and dropped 
her hand. He would rebuff her. Or laugh at her. And it 
would hurt. She had no right to touch him, no right to try 
to comfort him. They had ended a long time ago. 

“No, I can’t tell you that,” she whispered. “But I am 
sorry. So terribly . . . sorry.” 

He met her eyes, and for a moment, she sensed that he 
was grateful for her support, for her presence beside him. 
And in that moment, she felt close to him, close in a way 
she hadn’t felt to anyone since Santos. Close in a way she 
had missed. 

She lifted a hand. “Santos, I-~” 

He stiffened and took a step away from her. “I need to 
call headquarters. If she wakes up while I’m gone, will 
you—” 

“Of course.” She turned back to Lily, not wanting him 
to see her hurt. “I’ll come get you right away.” 

But Lily didn’t wake up. Not then, not in the six hours 
that followed. Glory didn’t leave her side save to call the 
hotel, go to the bathroom and grab a bag of chips and a 
Coke from the vending machines down the hall. She 
couldn’t bear the thought of not being by her grandmoth- 
er s side the moment she woke up. Too, she harbored the 
horrible fear that she might have only one chance to be with 
Lily, that she might awaken once, but never again. And she 
would miss it. 

That couldn’t happen. She couldn’t let it happen. 

Santos, too, rarely left Lily’s side. So they shared the 
. small space, like adversaries forced to guard the same post, 
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He let the words trail off. Lily wasn’t being fooled. She 
closed her eyes and turned her head, tears slipping silently 

down her cheeks. . , , 

Glory’s heart broke, even as fury at her mother s cal- 
lousness built inside her. She tightened her fingers on Lily’s. 
“But I’m here, Grandmother. I wanted to come.” Lily 
looked at her, and Glory leaned closer. She smiled softly. 
“I want us to get to know each other. I want us to make up 
for some of the time we missed.” 

Lily clutched Glory’s fingers, her expression so grateful 
it hurt Glory to look at her. Glory brought her grandmoth- 
er’s hand to her cheek. “I love you,” she whispered. “And 
I’m so glad we’re finally going to be together.” 

After that, Glory sat beside the bed, talking softly, 
mostly about nothing of great importance. Occasionally, 
lily would manage a question, always about Glory, and she 
would hang on the answers as if they were worth more than 
gold. 

While Glory talked, Santos either paced, seeming to al- 
most crackle with barely contained energy, or he stood as 
still as a predator studying its prey. She was aware of every 
step he took, his every breath, his every glance her way. 
Her awareness of him exhausted her. 

It wasn’t long before the nurse scurried in and shooed 
them both off. Lily needed rest, she said. They could re- 
turn later. 


Together Glory and Santos walked to the elevator. San- 
tos punched the call button, then looked at her, the naked 
animosity in his eyes taking her aback. 

“Will you come to see her again?” he asked. “Or have 
you done your duty?” 

She felt his words, his total disdain for her, like a physi- 
cal Wow She d thought that she and Santos had begun to 
bridge the gap between them, to forge a truce, even though 
a tenuous one. She had been wrong. It took her a moment 
but when she met his gaxe, she met it evenly, hiding hit 
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"How can you even ask that question? Do you think this 
is some sort of game to me? Do you reaily think I would so 
cavalierly hurt that sweet woman? That I would tell her 1 
love her, then never come to see her again?” 

"It crossed my mind.” 

She caught her breath, wounded beyond words. "You 
bastard. I'm not my mother, despite what you think. I’ll be 
back.” 

"Good.” His mouth thinned. “It meant a lot to her for 
you to be here. I don’t want her heart broken again.” 

Glory folded her arms across her chest and hiked up her 
chin. "It meant a lot to me, too. In fact, before you started 
being such a horse’s ass, I was going to thank you.” 

“Really? For what?” 

He arched his eyebrows in exaggerated disbelief. She 
would take great pleasure in slugging him, she decided, 
shoving her hands deep into her pockets to keep from do* 
ing just that. 

“For Lily, of course,” she said, gritting her teeth. “I feel 
as if you’ve given me a gift.” 

"Knowing Lily is a gift.” He looked away, then back, his 
expression fierce. "But be assured, princess, I didn't doit 
for you.” 

Without giving her a chance to retort, he turned and 
walked away. 
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H„ sat in the white wicker empress chair, her favorite 
bible open on her lap. The sounds of the summer night 
drifted in through the screens, the sounds of insects and the 
occasional frog, children playing, a dog barking some- 
where on the block. Above her, the whir of the ceiling fan 
stirred the warm, moist air. 

She rested her head against the chair’s high back and 
closed her eyes. As she had grown older, The Darkness had 
become more determined, more insistent. She was forced 
to battle it more fiercely, yet fell into its clutches more of- 
ten. Most days found her battle weary and drained of en- 
ergy. 

Only after she succumbed did The Beast slumber, only 
then did it give her moments of peace. 

It had slept for over a week now. She smiled to herself. 
At times like these, she thought life good. She thought the 
struggle she had lived with all her life no more than a vivid, 
chilling nightmare. 

And at times like these, she felt certain she had beaten 
The Beast once and for all. 

Her peace was shattered as Glory slammed onto the 
porch, crossing to stand directly before her. “You make me 
sick. Mother! How. . .could you?” 

Hope stared at her daughter, stunned speechless. Glory 
had never looked at her the way she was now. Her eyes 
burned with a fevered light Hope recognized from her 
nightmans. From her nightmares and from her own re- 
flection when The Darkness held her in its grip. 
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Her heart flew to her throat. The Darkness had come for 
another round. This time, somehow, it had found its way 
through Glory. 

Hope’s hands began to tremble; she steadied them by 
folding them in her lap. “Glory Alexandra,” she said 
crisply, working to mask the edge of panic in her voice, 
“you know I don’t like being disturbed during my nightly 
reading of scripture. It’s always been that way.” 

Glory made a sound of disbelief. “Reading scripture. 
Mother? How very good you are. How very Christian. In 
fact, you’re an example to all of us, aren’t you? At least 
that’s what you’ve always wanted me, and everyone else, to 
believe.” 

Hope’s heart began to thunder. Something had hap- 
pened, something awful. Something she had feared since 
her first, heady taste of freedom from the shadow of sin. 

She lowered her gaze to the Bible, open to the Twenty- 
third Psalm. 

Even though J walk through the valley 
of the shadow of death , 

. / fear no evil, for thou art with me. 

•“•'A \ 

V' '• 

ijHope drew a deep breath, focusing on the words of the 
. • : letting them soothe and protect her. Carefully, she 
osed the Good Book and set it aside, then folded her 
hands in her lap once more. She raised her eyebrows coolly. 
“What’s that supposed to mean, Daughter? Are you upset 
about somethina?’’ 
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know very well. I made sure you were well versed in the 
words of the Lord.” 

“Oh, yes, you made sure I went to mass. You made sure 
I knew the Bible, from cover to cover. You made sure that 
I was a perfect little angel.” Her voice cracked. “And if I 
fell below your demanding standards, you made sure I was 
punished for my sins.” 

“I’m your mother. I always did what I thought best for 
you.” 

“Or did you always do what you thought best for your- 
self?” Glory swept her hair away from her face, and sucked 
in a sharp breath. “I met Lily Pierron today. My grand- 
mother. I saw the house you grew up in. I know what you 
did, Mother. I know.” 

The breath left Hope’s body. She stared at her daughter, 
her world crashing in around her ears. 

Glory knew. 

Dear Lord, she knew. 

Hope struggled to get a grip on her emotions. She had 
feared this day would come; she had prayed that it 
wouldn’t. Now that it had she must find the right, the best, 
words. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. My 
mother and I had a wonderful relationship. It broke my 
heart when the Lord took her from me at such a young 
age.” 

“Stop it. Mother! Stop lying to me!” Glory fought back 
a sob. “Your mother is very much alive. Although she 
nearly died today. How could you . . . how could you—” 

Glory choked on the words, and she swung away from 
Hope. She brought her hands to her face. “I don’t... know 
what to say to you. I don’t... know who you are.”. She 
dropped her hands and looked at Hope. “I don’t know who 
I am. Because of your lies. Because you kept the truth from 
me.” 

Hope squeezed her hands into fists. “You are Glory St. 
Germaine. Of the New Orleans St. Germaines. And I am 
your mother.” 

“And she’s yours! You abandoned her!” 
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“You know nothing! You—” 

“Santos took me to the River Road house. I saw pic- 
tures. I read the letters grandmother sent to you. She 
begged you for forgiveness. Begged you. Mother. You read 
those letters and you sent them back.” 

Hope flew to her feet, shaking with rage. “She’s a whore! 
Don’t you understand? A dirty whore who sold her body 
to the highest bidder!” 

“Stop it!” Glory whirled to face Hope. “She’s my 
grandmother! She needs me. I won’t abandon her the way 
you did. I would never do that!” 

“It’s so easy for you, isn’t it?” Hope cried. “You ac- 
cuse me of judging my mother unfairly, yet here you stand, 
so quick to judge me. So quick to abandon me. You have 
no idea what I lived through.” 

“How could I? All 1 know about you is your lies.” She 
swung away from Hope and crossed to the edge of the 
porch, visibly working to control herself. 

“All these years you lied to me,” she said finally, her 
voice thick. “To all of us.” She shook her head. “Santos 
called you today. Your mother lay near death, her only 
wish, her dying wish, to see you. But still you couldn’t for- 
give. You denied her the small gift of a visit, a last visit.” 

Glory shook her head again, swiping at her cheeks, at the 
tears that rolled down them. “1 don’t know who you are. 
You’re a stranger to me, now. When I think of all the times 
you spoke of your father, the man I imagined to be my 
grandfather, I almost can’t bear it. He didn’t exist. You 
never even knew your father. You were a trick baby, San- 
tos told me. All the Pierron women were. All except me.” 

Hope’s stomach lurched to her throat. She held back the 
vomit through sheer force of will. “That’s right, all except 
you. Because of me. Because I wouldn’t allow myself to be 
dragged down into the gutter with them!” She threw her 
head back, proud. “Thanks to me, you’re a St. Germaine. 
The Pierron part of you doesn’texist. It. ..doesn’t., .exist.” 

“But it does! Don’t you understand? You can’t simply 
say something doesn’t exist and then it doesn’t. And I won’t 
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it away that part from me. The Pierron past is my past, 

io Whether you like it or not.” 

“You can cut it away.” Hope grabbed Glory s arms, her 

rip punishing. “You must! I did.” 

“No!” Glory yanked free of her grasp, and stepped 
backward, her expression disgusted. “I won’t do that, 
Mother. It’s not who I am, and I think it’s wrong.’ 

The Darkness would not steal her daughter from her. His 
instrument, that vile boy , would not steal Glory from her. 
He had tried once, and she had beaten him. She would 


again. 

No matter what she had to do. 

Hope brought her hands to her face, struggling to find 
tears, praying for just the right words, the right pleas. She 
had to save her daughter. She had to save herself. 

“You can’t imagine,” she began softly, lowering her 
hands as her eyes welled with tears, “what I lived through. 
You can’t imagine what it was like growing up in a. . .in that 
place. The things I heard and saw, the life-style I was forced 
to endure. I lived with whores. Glory. Prostitutes.” 

“I know that, Mother. But—” 

“You know nothing! I was spurned by all but those of 
the house. I was called foul, hateful names. Not because of 
things I had done, only because of what I had been born 
into.” Hope’s tears spilled over, no longer fabricated. She 
remembered with great clarity and bitterness all that she 
had endured. 


“I had no friends. At school, I was alone. At church, on 
the playground, the school bus. I was never invited to a 
birthday party or another child’s house. The girls taunted 
me, and the boys chased me.” Her voice quivered. “And 
when they caught me, they held me down and forced me to 
endure their hands and . . . their mouths. Because of who I 
was. Because of who my mother was.” 

, t lowered her head, the memories clawing at her 
At night, I couldn’t sleep for the sounds of the men and 
he whores. I wodd hear their panting and gram 
mg . . . like animals. Human animals without souls/' 
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Glory brought a hand to her mouth, her expression hor- 
rified. 

“You see why I ran? You see why I could never go back? 
If I had stayed there. Glory, I would have died. My soul 
would have . . . died.” 

Glory struggled to speak. “But your mother, she... loved 
you. She tried to protect you. She sent you away.” 

“Yes, she loved me.” Hope brought her hands to her 
face, a great well of hatred roiling inside of her, though she 
tamped it back. “And I loved her. But I ... I couldn’t sep- 
arate her from my life, or from my awful despair. All I 
wanted was to escape. All I wanted was a fresh start.” Hope 
looked pleadingly at her daughter. “When I had the chance 
to escape, I took it.” 

Hope drew in a great, shuddering breath. “Please try to 
understand. Please try to. . . forgive me. If you. . .if I lost 
you, Glory, I couldn’t bear it.” 

Glory gathered her mother into her arms. “You’re not 
going to lose me. What you went through sounds so hor- 
rible. 1 understand your wanting to escape. I do. But why 
did you have to lie? To me and Daddy? Why did you need 
to totally desert her? Why was it necessary to be so cruel?” 

Hope clung to Glory, pressing her face to her shoulder. 
“I was afraid. For myself. And later, for you.” She lifted 
her gaze to Glory’s. ‘ ‘Do you think your daddy would have 
married me if he had known who my people were? Imag- 
ine Grandmother St. Germaine’s reaction to the news that 
I was a Pierron. They were notorious women. Anyone who 
grew up in New Orleans had heard of them.” 

Hope lowered her face and began to sob, though with- 
out tears. “I was so afraid. I still am. I don’t want anyone 
to know. If they did ... I would lose everything. Glory. I 
know I would.” 

“It’s all right, Mama.” Glory stroked her back. “I do 
understand. If that’s what you want, I won’t tell anyone.” 

“Thank you,” she whispered, lifting her head and 
meeting her daughter’s eyes. 


t 
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the rampage. And this time it wanted them both— Hop* 
and Glory. 

Hope fisted her fingers, so tightly her nails dug into hei 
palms. To win this battle she would need her wits and hei 
stamina. Through Santos, The Darkness had already got- 
ten a hold on Glory. This battle would be a trial by fire; il 
would prove to be the most difficult she had ever faced. 

But she would win, for herself and for Glory. She would 
not be bested, not now, not after having spent her life pro- 
tecting and guiding her daughter. 

Hope thought of Santos; hatred for him burned inside 
her. He would pay for this. Someday, she would find a way 
to make him pay. 
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The days moved one into the other. With each day, Lily 
grew stronger, and it seemed to Santos that more than 
anything the doctors did, Glory was the reason for her im- 
provement. She was always at Lily’s side. No matter what 
time he visited the hospital, day or night. Glory was there, 
holding Lily’s hand, talking softly, listening raptly or sim- 
ply watching her grandmother sleep. 

Most times, Santos simply stood back, watched and lis- 
tened as Glory shared the details of her life with her grand- 
mother, filling her in on the person Lily had not been 
allowed to know. And although he would never be able to 
completely trust Glory, her gentleness with Lily, her unsel- 
fish sharing of herself and her time, had subtly changed his 
opinion of her. Glory was not like her mother; she wasn’t 
so cold or judgmental. She wasn’t mean. 

And sometimes, when he listened to her, his memory 
flooded with the girl he had known all those years ago. The 
girl he had thought he loved. 

Those memories unsettled him, they robbed him of his 
cool-eyed perspective. When that happened, he had to re- 
mind himself that he didn’t like Glory, that he wasn’t in- 
trigued by the woman she had grown into, and that they 
had nothing in common except Lily and their concern for 
her. 

They had so little in common that during the past days 
he and Glory had exchanged few words. They asked things 
like How is she?” and “Has the doctor been in?” or 

Any news?” And even though they had received the grim 
results of Lily’s angiocardiogram together— with this at- 
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tack, Lily had lost twenty-five percent of her heart, and the 
chances of her having another attack on the heels of this 
first one was great— they hadn’t talked about it afterward, 
they hadn’t tried to comfort each other. 

In fact, they never touched and rarely glanced the oth- 
er’s way. Except every so often, while she and Lily visited 
and almost as if by accident, Glory would look up at him 
and smile. And he would stand there feeling as if she had 
just reached inside him and turned all his vital organs in- 
side out and backward. 

Frowning at his own thoughts, Santos swung into the 
first parking spot he came to, slammed out of his car and 
headed for the hospital’s front entrance, anxious to see 
Lily. A homicide had kept him away last night and all 
morning, and as the hours had passed, a vague uneasiness 
had settled over him. He feared something was wrong, that 
Lily had taken a turn for the worse. He had tried to call 
several times: twice Lily had been asleep, and once no one 
had answered. 

Glory was with her, he told himself, picking his way 
around several slow-moving groups. She would have called 
if Lily’s condition had changed. Sure she would have. He 
was experiencing a simple, if irrational, reaction to having 
almost lost Lily. 

He sucked in a quick, deep breath, acknowledging grati- 
tude for Glory’s attentiveness. He might not like the 
woman she had become or have any illusions about their 
shared past, but he was grateful he’d had her to count on 
during this ordeal. Crime didn’t come to a screeching halt 
simply because he had a family emergency. Knowing Glory 
was with Lily had allowed him to slay, at least minimally, 
on the job. 

Santos reached the elevator Jammed, it stopped on every 
floor between one and six, loading and unloading at each 
stop. Finally, he reached six, then made it out and to the 
end of the hall and Lily’s room in a matter of moments. 

Heart pounding, he pushed through the half-open door, 
then stopped in the doorway, stunned. He had expected to 
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find the worst: that Lily had suffered another attack, that 
she was, once more, only a step away from death. Instead, 
Lily was sitting up in bed, laughing — a kind of breathless- 
schoolgirl laugh— as Glory recounted one of her high- 
school exploits. 

Santos swallowed hard, almost light-headed with relier. 
He had never seen Lily quite this happy, he realized. He 
hadn’t heard her laugh this way in a long time. He shook 
his head. She had just suffered a major heart attack, and 
she all but glowed. 

Lily saw him then and smiled, a brilliant, breath-stealing 
smile, one filled with happiness and thanks. A wave at 
emotion rushed over him, and with it a lightness he had 
never experienced before. Long ago, he had vowed to take 
care of Lily, to protect her, in a way he hadn’t been able to 
care for and protect his mother. He had made gced on that 
vow, he realized. He had done this for her, gfven her this 
time with her granddaughter. He had made her happy. 

“Victor,” Lily said, holding out her hand. "Tcthe come 
just in time to hear about Glory’s first piano recital.” 

He crossed the room and took Lily’s hand. “I can’t 
wait.” Smiling, he bent and kissed her cheek. ""You. lock 
wonderful.” 

“I feel wonderful.” She curved her fingers around him. 
“The doctor says I’m almost ready to go home. Maybe to- 
morrow.” 


“Tomorrow? Already?” He shifted his gaze to Glory’s, 
and she nodded. He returned his gaze to Lilv 
great.” 

“I’m a tough old bird.” 

“That you are.” He laughed. “You never cut me anv 
slack, that’s for sure.” 

You bandit!” Lily laughed and slapped his hand “T 
gave you so much slack, you nearly hung vourseff on sev- 

she to Giory and ^ rsccur -- 
astory about how, when she discovered that Sar-tc« 

been sneaking out at night to meet a girl, she had locked al 
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the doors and windows, forcing him to have to ring the bell 
at 3:00 a.m. to get back in. 

“He was so surprised,” Lily said, laughing. “I listened 
as he went from window to window, trying each one. When 
he was finally forced to go to the front door and ring, he 
was so chagrined.” 

“I thought I was being so slick,” he said, laughing. “I 
had no idea she was onto me. I kept thinking I must have 
left a different window open.” 

That story led to another and another. They all laughed, 
chiming in comments and cracking jokes. Before long, Lily 
could hardly keep her eyes open. 

“If you need to take off,” Santos said to Glory, “I can 
hang around.” 

She shook her head. “I’ll stay for a while. Nothing’s go- 
ing on at the hotel, and my assistant manager will call me 
if something comes up.” 

“1 wish I could say the same for the N.O.P.D.” He made 
a sound of frustration. It had been nine weeks since the 
Snow White Killer had last struck, and Santos feared he 
had moved on. He wasn’t the only one, even the media had 
begun to speculate the killer’s spree was over, at least in 
New Orleans. 

Santos flexed his fingers. He had to catch this guy, he had 
to stop him. 

He had to know if he was the one who had killed his 
mother 

Glory watched him, a small frown forming between her 
eyebrows. “What’s wrong? Has something happened?” 

“Nothing. And that’s the problem." 

She searched his expression, obviously confused. “If you 
need to go. I’ll tell Lily— ” 

“No, I've got a little time.” He motioned toward the 
door. “I’m going to give Jackson a quick call and grab a 
cup of coffee from the machine. Want anything?” 

“No. Thanks. I’ll get something in a little while.” 

“Cali me if she wakes up while I’m gone.” 

“I will.” 
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He stepped out into the hallway, smiling to himself, 
thinking of Lily’s story and the way they had all laughed. 
For a moment, he had forgotten that he didn’t trust or like 
Glory. For a moment, he had forgotten that she was the 
enemy. 

“Santos!” 

He looked up. Liz was coming down the hall toward him, 
carrying a flowering plant. He started toward her, meeting 
her halfway. “Liz.” He bent and kissed her lightly. “What 
are you doing here?” 

“I came to see Lily.” She held up the plant. “Is this a bad 
time?” 

“Of course not.” He forced a smile. He hadn’t told her 
about Glory and Lily’s relationship. He had anticipated her 
reaction and decided to leave well enough alone. He should 
have anticipated this, too. “Unfortunately, she’s sleep- 
ing.” 

“Oh.” She looked disappointed. She glanced over his 
shoulder, at the door he had come out of, then back at him. 
“I haven’t seen you much.” 

He shoved his hands into his front trouser pockets. “It’s 
been crazy, what with Lily and all my cases.” His excuses 
sounded lame, even to his own ears. For whatever reason, 
he hadn’t felt a compelling need to see Liz since Lily’s heart 
attack. 

“It’s okay. I understand. I remember w ha t it was 
when my dad was in the hospital.” She shiaaa 
missed you, that’s all.” 

He felt like a first-class creep— becazze, ar 

wanted to, he didn’t feel the same wz- zrrzr ear. 
he knew how much she longed far aa — .are rer. Te rsr 
somehow, responsible for her — a - — re razee am 
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“Unbelievable. I’d thought I’d lost her.” 

“I’m happy for you.” Liz smiled, though to Santos the 
curving of her mouth looked a bit stiff. She handed him the 
plant. “FI! send some food over. Let me know.” 

“I will. Thanks.” 

“If there’s anything else I can do, you’ll let me know?” 
He nodded, and she laced her fingers together. “I should 
get back. Business has picked up a bit.” 

“Has it?” Santos smiled, genuinely pleased. “How’s my 
traditional hamburger selling?” 

She returned his smile. “At a rate that doesn’t bear con- 
templation. I fear for the health of the American male.” 

He tipped his head back and laughed. It felt good, he 
realized. Very good. He wondered when he had last laughed 
like that. “I’m glad you came, Liz. I'll tell Lily you were 
here.” 

He bent and kissed her again, this time lingering a mo- 
ment to savor. 

“Santos, she’s a . . .wake." 

He jerked his head up, then looked over his shoulder. 
Glory hung out of Lily’s room, her face pink. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know you were in- 
volv— I mean ... I didn’t know you weren’t . . . alone.” 

“It’s okay,” he said stiffly, drawing away from Liz. 
“She’s waking up?” 

“Yes. I thought you’d want to know.” Her gaze moved 
past him to Liz, then her eyes widened in surprise. “Liz? 
Liz Sweeney, my God, is that you?” 

He felt Liz stiffen. “Hello, Glory.” 

Glory shook her head. “I can’t believe it’s really you. 
How have you been?” 

“Fine.” She narrowed her eyes, trembling, Santossaw, 
with anger. “No thanks to you.” 

Glory paled. She opened her mouth to say something, 
then closed it without speaking. In that instant, she looked 
totally, heartbreakingly vulnerable. Santos’s heart went out 
to her, then he reminded himself that she deserved what- 
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ever she got. She had used and hurt Liz; he didn’t blame Liz 
for her anger. 

Glory cleared her throat. “I. ..I’ll tell Lily., .excuse me. 
She ducked back into the room, the door snapping shut 
behind her. As it did, Liz rounded on him. “How could 
you, Santos?” she whispered, her voice shaking. “I really 
thought it was Lily’s health that was keeping you away. But 
it was her, wasn’t it?” 

“This isn’t what it seems, Liz. If you’ll just let me ex- 
plain.” 

She tipped up her chin. “You told me you weren’t inter- 
ested in her.” 

“I’m not. She’s here to see Lily. Not me.” 

Liz made a sound of disbelief. “Right. If my memory 
serves, she never even met Lily.” 

“She hadn’t, until a week ago.” He took a deep breath. 
“Lily is Glory’s grandmother.” 

For a full ten seconds, Liz simply stared at him. Then she 
shook her head. “You can’t be serious.” 

“But I am. Lily is Glory’s maternal grandmother.” He 
lifted his shoulders. “She didn’t know. Nobody did. Her 
mother kept it from her.” 

“I don’t understand. She didn’t know?” 

He shook his head and explained, telling Liz when and 
how he had come to learn of the connection between Lily 
and Glory, about Lily’s longing for her daughter and 
granddaughter and why he had finally told Glory. 

“I see.” Liz glanced at Lily’s closed door, then back at 
Santos. ‘So, all this time, since Lily’s heart attack, you’ve 
been with Glory?” 

“With Glory? No. Sharing space with her is a better de- 
scription. We’ve hardly spoken to each other.” 

“But you didn’t tell me.” She lowered her voice “Whv 
Santos?” ' / ’ 

‘‘Because of this.” He made a sound of frustration. 
Because I knew you would react . . . negatively.” 
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“And by negatively, you mean that I would be upset? 
That I would be jealous and suspicious, and probably 
overreact?” 

He met her gaze evenly. “Yes.” 

She hiked up her chin more, angry color staining her 
cheeks. “Can you blame me? Not telling the whole truth is 
the same as lying. And lying is just another way of saying 
you’re guilty. But in your line of work, you should know 
that, Detective.” 

“It’s not like that, Liz.” But it was, dammit. 

She met his eyes. “Tell the truth, Santos. Do I have a 
reason to be jealous or suspicious?” 

“No,” he said quickly, too quickly, shaking his head. 
“You don’t.” 

“Your words tell me one thing, your eyes another.” She 
held up a hand to stave off his denials. “I love you, San- 
tos. You know that. And I don't want to lose you. But 
I—” She drew in a deep breath, as if fortifying herself for 
what she was about to say next. “But I don’t want to go on 
this way.” 

The blood began to thrum in his head. “What are you 
saying?” 

“I want a commitment from you. I want to know you’ie 
\ mine. 1 want to know we have a future together.” She took 
a step toward him. “I want kids someday. I want a family. 
And I want it with you.” 

He swallowed hard. A part of him wanted to take her up 
on her offer, to promise things he had no business promis- 
ing her. Because he liked her and enjoyed her company. 
Because he thought she was smart and nice and pretty. 

But what he felt wasn’t love. And it wasn’t enough. 

He didn’t want to hurt her. 

Santos cleared his throat. “I don’t know what 1 want. 
And I’m not sure what you’re . . . wanting is it.” 

Her eyes filled, but to her credit, she didn't allow the 
tears to fall. “You need to decide. Not right now, I know 
this is a hard time for you. But I need you to think about 
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this, about us. I think we’re good together and good for 

each other.” t , . , x _ 

She took a step closer, laid her hands on his chest and 
tipped her face up to his. “I think we could be happy, that 
we could make a good life for ourselves. Together. And it 
doesn’t have to happen right away, I just have to know that 
it’s out there. 

“I love you,” she said again, bringing one of her hands 
to his face and stroking softly. “I know your feelings don’t 
run as deep, but I think they could. If you would let them. 
Let yourself love me, Santos. 1 promise I won’t hurt you. 
I’ll always be there for you. We could have a good life to- 
gether. We could be a . . . happy family.” 

A happy family. What he had always wanted. 

So why wasn’t he jumping at her offer? 

He covered her hand with his own. “I want si yen 
everything you want to hear,” he murmured, his voice dues 
with emotion. “But I can’t. Not right now.” 

“I understand. But I can’t go on this way. laa’pn 
not knowing. Hanging on by hoping.” Ker voices 
and she cleared it. “The ball’s in your court. r 

He searched her gaze, then nodded. “Ail -grr^ - 77 
think about it.” 


She stood on tiptoe, pressed her mourn m ^ 
tumed and walked away. 

For long moments, Santos stared after her. r — r --r 
about what Liz had said, but about Glory, ,-ra — — 

it had felt to be in love. 
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“Santos, I—” She glanced at him, then away. “I’m sony 
about... just now. I didn’t mean to, you know, to in- 
trude.” 

“I know. Forget about it.” 

Silence ensued again. She cleared her throat. “So, you 
and Liz are dating.” 

He cocked his head, studying her, wondering what she 
was thinking, wondering if she thought it as odd as he did, 
the way their triangle had changed in the ten years since 
they had all been together. “We’re seeing each other. Yes.” 

She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “She looks 
good. She’s . . .grown-up now.” 

He stiffened, suddenly angry. “We all are.” 

She turned her gaze to his. He saw that her eyes were 
sparkling with tears. “I didn’t mean to hurt her. I didn’t 
mean to hurt . . . anyone." 

He looked at her a moment, torn between his anger and 
his response to the regret in her eyes. The vulnerability. 

An illusion, he reminded himself. There was nothing 
soft, nothing vulnerable about Glory St. Germaine. “I’m 
sure you didn’t,” he said tightly. “But that doesn’t change 
the fact that you did hurt . . . people.” 

She inched her chin up a fraction. “Like you?” 

“Yeah, like me.” He fisted his fingers, his anger taking 
him like a swift punch to the gut. He crossed to stand di- 
rectly before her, forcing her to tip her head back to meet 
his eyes. “Is that what you wanted to hear? That you hurt 
me? That you broke my heart? Does that make you feel 
good. Glory? Does it make you feel powerful?” 

“No,” she managed to say, her voice small and tight. “It 
makes me feel like shit.” 

“Good.” 

He made a move to turn away from her; she caught his 
arm. He felt her tremble, “f lost things, too. I paid a price 
you couldn’t ... imagine.” 

_ He shook off her hand. “Still playing the poor little rich 
girl, I see. My heart bleeds, it really does.” 
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She stared at him, her expression hardening. “You are 
such a bastard.” 

“So I’ve been told.” He crossed to the door, pausing 
when he reached it and looking back at her. “You know. 
Glory, I’m certain I could imagine the price you paid. Be- 
cause I paid, too.” 



49 


Once again, the birds awakened Lily, their sweet song 
beckoning her to arise and fly with them. Lily opened her 
eyes. And smiled. Her beloved Glory had fallen asleep in 
the chair by her bed; the nightstand lamp cast a soft, warm 
glow over her lovely face. The last two weeks, getting to 
know her granddaughter, had been the most perfect of her 
life. She wished her daughter could have found it in her 
heart to forgive her, but she understood why she could not. 

Lily moved her gaze over Glory, realizing that she didn’t 
fear death. Her life had been more complete than many 
lives, and because of Santos, and now Glory, she had 
known love. 

She was old enough to understand that nothing else 
mattered. 

This time, the pain was sudden and unbearably sharp. 
She gasped and clutched at her chest, unable to do more, 
so great was her pain. 

But then, mercifully, it was gone. It exited her as quickly 
and as unexpectedly as it had come, leaving her feeling 
weightless and young. So very, very young. Lily laughed, 
the sound girlish and bright. She recalled feeling and 
sounding this way before, but such a long time ago she 
couldn’t recall exactly when or where. 

The birds would not be ignored. Their song increased in 
volume until it drowned out all else, even the sound of her 
own thoughts. Lily realized then what had happened. She 
was gone now. Her life had ended — and yet it had just be- 
gun. 
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She left her body behind, without regrets. There were no 
regrets here, she realized. No fear or pain, no sadness. Only 
love. She had always wondered what it would be like to soar 
with the birds, to touch the heavens and kiss the sun. She 
laughed again, happy. Happier, more at peace, than she 
had thought it possible to be. 

She had to say goodbye. 

Lily reached out to Glory, covering Glory’s hand with her 
own, curling her fingers around it, wanting to hold on for- 
ever, but understanding that she had to go. Glory stirred 
and smiled, though she didn’t awaken. 

I love you. Be happy. 

Night ended and day began, light spilled in the win- 
dows, filling the room with a glow so bright it hurt to look 
into it. A glow as bright, as brilliant as the sun. 

And the birds called sweetly. Insistently. 

Not yet. She had to say goodbye to Santos. 

She found him, then held him, though she didn’t know 
how. She’d only had to think of him to be by his side, al- 
though she knew that it would not always be so. 

In life, she had hated goodbyes. In life, goodbyes had 
always meant being left behind, being rejected. But this 
goodbye was sweet— sweeter than anything she had ever 
experienced, full of promise, full of forever. 

Don’t cry. Don’t be sad. 

It’s good. It’s very good. 

Smiling, Lily released Santos and turned to the light. As 
the birds called her name, she let it take her. 
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life. She wished her daughter could have found it in her 
heart to forgive her, but she understood why she could not. 

Lily moved her gaze over Glory, realizing that she didn’t 
fear death. Her life had been more complete than many 
lives, and because of Santos, and now Glory, she had 
known love. 

She was old enough to understand that nothing else 
mattered. 

This time, the pain was sudden and unbearably sharp. 
She gasped and clutched at her chest, unable to do more, 
so great was her pain. 

But then, mercifully, it was gone. It exited her as quickly 
and as unexpectedly as it had come, leaving her feeling 
weightless and young. So very, very young. Lily laughed, 
the sound girlish and bright. She recalled feeling and 
sounding this way before, but such a long time ago she 
couldn’t recall exactly when or where. 

The birds would not be ignored. Their song increased in 
volume until it drowned out all else, even the sound of her 
own thoughts. Lily realized then what had happened. She 
was gone now. Her life had ended— and yet it had just be- 
gun. 
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She left her body behind, without regrets. There were no 
• egrets here, she realized. No fear or pain, no sadness. Only 
'ove. She had always wondered what it would be like to soar 
with the birds, to touch the heavens and kiss the sun. She 
laughed again, happy. Happier, more at peace, than she 
had thought it possible to be. 

She had, to say goodbye. 

Lily reached out to Glory, covering Glory’s hand with her 
own, curling her fingers around it, wanting to hold on for- 
ever, but understanding that she had to go. Glory stirred 
and smiled, though she didn’t awaken. 

I love you. Be happy. 

Night ended and day began, light spilled in the win- 
dows, filling the room with a glow so bright it hurt to look 
into it. A glow as bright, as brilliant as the sun. 

And the birds called sweetly. Insistently. 

Not yet. She had to say goodbye to Santos. 

She found him, then held him, though she didn’t know 
how. She’d only had to think of him to be by his side, al- 
though she knew that it would not always be so. 

In life, she had hated goodbyes. In life, goodbyes had 
always meant being left behind, being rejected. But this 
goodbye was sweet— sweeter than anything she had ever 
experienced, full of promise, full of forever. 

Don’t cry. Don’t be sad. 

It’s good. It’s very good. 

Smiling, Lily released Santos and turned to the light. As 
the birds called her name, she let it take her. 


The funeral was sparsely attended fay only Glory and 
Santos, Liz, Jackson and a handful of Lily’s neighbors. 
Glory had begged her mother to come, but Hope had re- 
fused. Glory had accepted her decision, though it had hurt 
her. She wished that her mother could find it in her heart 
to forgive Lily. 

That she couldn’t, troubled Glory. What could Glory 
think when she saw something so fundamentally missing in 
her mother’s character? 

Glory made it through the service dry-eyed, but only be- 
cause she had already cried a river of tears. She felt so 
wrung-out, so wasted, she feared she wouldn’t have enough 
energy to pick up and go on with the next day, let alone the 
rest of her life. 

Wearily, she brought a hand to her forehead. The days 
and hours since she had awakened to find Lily gone, had 
passed in a painful blur. She and Santos had both set about 
making arrangements, Santos more than she because he 
had been a real part of Lily’s life. 

He had been given that opportunity. She hadn’t. 

Tears pricked at the back of Glory’s eyes, then formed a 
lump in her throat, choking her. She fought both back, her 
control near the snapping point. She missed Lily. In the 
short time they had been together, her grandmother had 
become an important part of her life. Her passing had left 
a huge whole in its place. 

Glory dropped her hand to her side, helpless to stop her 
feelings of loss, helpless to stop the memories that bat- 
tered her. Memories of her father’s death, his funeral, of 
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the way she had felt as she stood beside her mother at the 
grave side, the priest’s words echoing through her. In many 
ways, she felt the same at Lily’s passing as she had at her 
father’s-bereft, abandoned, completely alone. 

Perhaps because Lily, like her father, had loved her 


without conditions. . _ 

Glory sighed and glanced at Santos. He, too, had sur- 
vived the service without an outward sign of grief, though 
his grim, tight expression told her what he was thinking and 
feeling. Her heart went out to him; she understood. 

They had both loved Lily. 

Santos had invited everyone to the apartment after the 
service; Liz had supplied the food and drink, and Glory 
knew how grateful Santos had been to have that detail taken 
care of. During the service, Liz had stayed by Santos’s side, 
possessively clinging to his arm. And although Liz hadn’t 
once met her eyes. Glory sensed that Liz was aware of every 
move she made; she felt the distrust and dislike that ema- 
nated from her in almost palpable waves. 

Glory looked at Liz for a moment, regret mixing with her 
grief, longing with her loneliness. If onlys clawing at her. 
One by one, people began to depart. Liz because the res- 
rurant had called with an emergency; Jackson because he 
/as always needed at headquarters; the neighbors, finally, 
ecause it was time. 


Exhausted and near tears, Glory began picking up plates 

md cups, began stacking them in the sink, readying: them 
or washing. & 

Leave it, ’ Santos said tightly, from behind her “I’ll 
lake care of it all later.” 


have, -ft, a 
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“Fine/’ she said, sounding beaten even to her own ears. 
“If you want to clean up this mess yourself, have at it.” 

She turned off the water and dried her hands, then 
pushed past him to exit the kitchen. He followed her, grab- 
bing her arm when she reached the doorway. “Dammit, 
Glory. I want an answer.” 

She met his eyes, feeling nearly light-headed with grief 
and exhaustion. “No, you don’t. You want a fight. And 
I’m not going to dishonor Lily by doing that. Let me pass.” 

He tightened his fingers instead. “You can’t make up for 
Lily’s pain and suffering, Glory. You can’t take back all 
those lonely years. It’s too late. You’re too late.” 

She caught her breath, knowing what he said was true, 
acknowledging that, in a way, he had read her mind. She 
wanted desperately to make up for those lost years, to have 
them back. And she didn’t need him to point out to her that 
she wanted the impossible. 

She wrenched her arm free. “I have nothing to feel guilty 
about. And don’t you dare try to make it sound as if I do. 
That was my mother’s sin, not mine. I would never have 
done to Lily what my — ’ ’ 

“Your mother’s sin? Are you so sure?” He narrowed his 
eyes. “Are you so sure you’re not just like her?” 
tt R a ge exploded inside her. Her fists flew to his chest. 
“You bastard! I never knew I had a grandmother! I was 
lied to. I was cheated out of knowing her. You can’t imag- 
ine how much that hurts! You can’t imagine what I feel 
now, having lost — ” 

Glory bit back the words, tears flooding her eyes. She 
swung away from him, gulping in deep breaths, struggling 
for control. What she and Santos were doing was wrong; it 
was dangerous. They had to get control of themselves and 
their emotions now, before they did something they would 
regret forever. Something Lily would hate. 

We can’t do this, Santos.” Glory moved a distance 
away from him, then faced him again. She wrapped her 
arms around herself. “I know how much you hurt. I know 
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how much you ioved her, how much you’ll miss her.” Her 
eyes filled. “1 loved her, too. I’ll miss her. So much I—” 

He cut her off. “You know nothing of how I feel! You 
keep saying you do, but how could you?” He advanced on 
her; she saw that he was shaking with rage and pain. “You 
have a mother. A family. Lily was like my mother, she was 
my family. I have no one else.” He bent his bead close to 
hers. “Go back to your family. Leave me alone.” 

Santos wanted blood. She saw it in his eyes. He wanted 
her to crack; to break down or fly into a million pieces. He 
wanted to punish her. 

She wouldn’t allow him that pleasure; she would not fall 
apart or back off. She had become a part of Lily’s life, 
whether he wanted to admit it or not. 

Glory met his gaze evenly, though she was trembling 
badly. “Lily was my grandmother. And she loved me.” 
Glory poked a finger into his chest. “I won’t allow you to 
minimize that. I won’t allow you to tell me I don’t be- 
long-” 

“You don’t belong.” He grabbed her hand, closing his 
/ hand into a fist around it. “This was our life. You can’t 
compare sixteen days to sixteen years.” 

“You son of a bitch.” She brought her other hand to his 
chest, curling her fingers into his jacket lapel, wanting so 
badly to slap him that she shook with it. “You won’t un- 
derstand because you don’t want to. You can’t believe I re- 
ally loved her because you don’t want to share her 
memory.” 

“Are you so sure, princess?” He caught her other hand, 
anchoring her to him. “Maybe it’s because I know you. 
And you’re cold. You're a conniving, lying bitch, just like 
your mother. You’re incapable of love.” 

Her rage swelled. She made a sound, one she had never 
uttered before, one that seemed to come from the very re- 
cesses of her being. One that terrified her. 

“Stop it!” She yanked her hands free and backed away 
from him, breathing hard. “It’s not true!” 
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But he didn’t stop. He kept on pushing, the smell of 
blood in the air. “I think maybe you’re just hanging 
around, hoping for a piece of the pie. Well, I’ll save you the 
time, Your Highness, there ain’t much.” 

With a howl of pain, she lunged at him, taking him by 
surprise, knocking him off-balance. He stumbled back- 
ward, and she kicked and scratched and flailed at him with 
her fists. “It’s not true! 1 loved her! But you’re too angry 
and self-centered to see that.” She caught the side of his. 
c hin with her fist. “I loved you, you son of a bitch.” 

He swore and captured that hand, then her other. “You 
never loved anyone but yourself.’ ’ 

“I did! I loved you. I was hurt, too!” She tried to wrench 
herself free of his grasp, but unbalanced him instead. Tan- 
gled together, they hit the edge of the couch, then tumbled 
onto the floor, hitting it hard, knocking the breath from 
her. He rolled on top of her, pinning her under him, her 
arms over her head. “Admit it, you never loved me. I was 
convenient. Just a fun little defiance to you. Poor little rich 
girl, bored and misunderstood.” 

“What did you expect of me?” she cried, struggling, 
freeing a leg and kicking at him, connecting with soft flesh. 

He made a sound of pain and released her. She scram- 
bled away; he caught her and dragged her back. “I ex- 
pected you to believe in me,” he said. “I expected you to 
stand up for me.” 

The fight gone out of her, she began to cry. “I was six- 
teen. I lost my father that night. I lost everything. And I 
was alone. So... alone.” 

“You had me.” He tightened his hands over hers, his grip 
punishing. “But that wasn’t enough, was it? Not for you, 
not for the girl who had everything.” 

She shook her head, her tears spilling down her cheeks, 
i never had you. You never trusted me. You never loved 
me. That’s all I wanted, for you to love — ” 

f ,^ t0S cau §} lt h er mouth, her words and her tears. She 
eit ms rage, his frustration and grief; she tasted them. He 
ttirust his tongue into her mouth and ground his pelvis into 
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hers, meaning to punish her, wanting her to pay for their 
past. Pay for how she had hurt him. 

He released her hands, shifting his weight so he no longer 
pinned her to the floor. But instead of using her freedom to 
escape, to push him away and run, she used it to anchor 
him to her. She brought her hands to his hair; she hooked 
her legs around his. 

She wanted him, she realized. And what she wanted had 
nothing to do with making love. Nothing to do with shar- 
ing, or completion, or romance. She wanted him to take 
her, to be inside her. To fuck her. 

And, God help her, she wanted to do the same to him. 
Muttering an oath, be ended the kiss and broke away 
from her, breathing hard. “Glory, hell . , .I’m—" 

“No.” She tightened her fingers in his hair and dragged 
his mouth back to hers. “No,” she said again, catching his 
mouth, then tongue, desperate and hungry. So hungry she 
felt as if she hadn’t eaten in years. Ten long, barren years. 

She clawed at him, at his clothes. As he clawed. at hers. 
It wasn’t easy, she was wearing a dress and hose and full 
v undergarments; he was wearing a suit and tie and dress 
shirt. Buttons flew, seams gave, finally, in frustration, he 
ripped her panty hose off her. 

Naked enough, finally, they came together. As he thrust 
into her, she cried out. But not with pain. No, far from it. 

Their mating was raw, it was rough and ugly. They didn’t 
kiss or stroke; they didn’t murmur sounds of affection or 
even pleasure. Their joining represented the culmination of 
ten years of hatred and longing, ten years of wanting and 
despair. Without uttering a word, they told each other ev- 
erything they had been speaking and feeling. 

And some of what they had to say hurt. Hurt almost 
more than Glory could bear. 

Immediately afterward, she rolled onto her side, not 
wanting to see his expression, the look in his eyes. What 
had begun in anger, then taken a twisted turn into passion, 
had ended in regrets. So bitter they burned her tongue. 
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She squeezed her eyes shut, aching m a way she never had 
before. How would she face him? How would she look into 
the mirror and face herself? 

Santos stirred beside her, then muttered an oath, i m 

sorry” , , . . .. 

The regret in his voice was real, the self -recrimination. 
“Don’t,” she said, her voice thick. “Don’t apologize.” 

“Why not? I behaved like-” He bit back the words on 
another curse. “I never acted that way before.” 

“You tried to stop it. But I...I was the one who—” Her 
throat closed over the words, and she rolled onto her back 
and threw an arm across her eyes. “I’m deeply... 
embarrassed.” 

He said nothing. One moment became two, became sev- 
eral. Finally, when her chest hurt so badly she could hardly 
draw a new breath, he cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. 
Glory,” he said again. “Really sorry.” 

She moved her arm and met his eyes, her cheeks burn- 
ing. “You already apologized. Accepted, okay? Let’s just 
stop this now.” 

She made a move to get up, he caught her arm, but gent- 
ly this time. “You misunderstand. The first time, that was 
for the . . . act. This one is for before. For the things I said. 
I’m sorry. I didn’t mean them.” 

She looked quickly away, her heart in her throat. “For- 
get it.” 

“Ho.” She glanced back. He met her gaze but without 
apology or condemnation or fury. In the way he looked at 
her, she saw something of the boy she had known. 

nfuu’v 0U sa ^ * wouldn’t listen to you. That I 
wouldn t beheve you because I was too angry and hurt” He 
searched her eyes. “Tell me now.” He heSfated as tf cam 
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she needed me.” She met his eyes. “Can you understand 
that?” 

He nodded and, a lump in her throat, she looked away. 
“When you gave me Lily, when you gave me that piece of 
my past, it was like you gave me a missing part of myself. 
A part I didn’t even know was missing. I felt I belonged 
with her the minute I saw her. From the minute I saw the 
house, I felt I belonged there. Really belonged.” 

“Maybe because you wanted to feel that way.” 

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. The feeling was 
too strong. Too immediate.” She shrugged. “Whatever the 
reason, knowing Lily made me feel whole. I don’t know 
why, but it did.” 

He touched her, absently, she thought, trailing his fin- 
gers back and forth along the outside of her thigh. She 
suspected he didn’t even realize he was doing it. She didn’t 
point it out because she didn’t want him to stop. 

“Your being there for her at the end, it was good for 
her.” His fingers stilled and Glory held her breath, hop- 
ing, praying he hadn’t stopped for good. 

He hadn’t. His fingers began their magic again and a 
shudder of pleasure, pure and intoxicating, moved over her. 

“She died happy,” he finished. “Because of you.” 

His voice was suspiciously thick, and her heart broke for 
him. “You made her happy, Santos.” 

She reached up and touched his cheek, cupping it. She 
moved her index finger along his high, strong cheekbone, 
realizing with a sort of shock how vivid her memory of him 
was— his shape, the way he felt under her hands, the way 
he smelled, the sound of his breathing. 

She realized, too, how he had changed. He had tough- 
ened, become harder and leaner, a man now. She wished 
she could explore his body now, wished she had taken the 
time to explore him before, learning the changes time had 
wrought, wished she had taken the time to savor. 

She dropped her hand, though when she did, it ached for 
him. “You were right, you know. Sixteen days can’t com- 
pare to sixteen years. You made her happy for a long time-" 
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His lips lifted. “1 was just being a bastard when I said 
that. I was angry.” 

She smiled. “I know.” c . 

He increased the length of the sweep of his fingers. She 
grew warm. And wet. She wanted him again, wanted so 
badly she ached. But this time she didn’t want just sex. She 
wanted warmth. She wanted sharing. She wanted to make 

l °Glory made a strangled sound, part disbelief, part 
arousal. How could she be such a fool? She sat up and 


reached for her dress. 

He followed her up. “What?” 

“Nothing.” Her cheeks heated. “I was just wishing that 
I... Nothing.” 

“Yes, something.” He caught her chin and turned her 
face to his. “After what just occurred between us, you can’t 
possibly be worried about what 1 might think.” 

The heat in her cheeks became fire. “All right. Can I ask 


you something?” 

“Ask, though I don’t promise to answer.” 

“Can we try this again?” She made a fluttering motion 
with her right hand. “Do it over, from the start?” 

He frowned. “Do what?” 


“You know, do—” She took a deep breath, feeling like 
a complete fool. “Never mind. I was just being... 
ridiculous.” She slipped her dress over her head, shim- 
mied into it, then dragged her hands through her hair. “I 
guess I’d better get going. The hotel will need—” 

He caught her hand and yanked; she tumbled against his 
chest. She looked up at him, surprised. He laughed. “Oh, 
you mean do... this.” 


He Idssed her then, taking her mouth deeply, passion- 
ately, but without the fury of before. When he lifted his 
head, she struggled to find her voice. “Yes,” she managed 
to say, her voice thick. “This.” 

He gazed at her for long seconds, his smile becoming 
bittersweet. We can t go back, Glory. I can’t, though a 
part of me wjshes I could.” He cupped her face in his 
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Tears of remorse stung her eyes. She had U herself 
m. She had let her father-hls memory- down. 1 Sot 
cause she had been with Santos, but became she had led 
itb her emotions; because she had acted impulsively, 
cklesslv. 

She curled the fingers of her left hand into her dress, ly- 
ig in a rumpled heap beside her. Dear J esus, they hadn t 
/en used protection. What was wrong with her? 

A lump formed in her throat, as memories, unbidden and 
nwanted, sprang into her head. Memories of the first time 
he and Santos had been together, of the sweetness of the 
ict, of her longings, her hopes for the future. 

She had loved him so much. The future had been so full 
if him, of them, she had been unable to see anything but 
the two of them. She had been so young and headstrong, 
so without focus or fear. 

And she bad paid a terrible price for her recklessness. 

She sighed. He stirred beside her; she felt his gaze. 

“That bad?” he asked. 

She didn’t look his way. “What do you mean?” 

“You sighed.” 

What could she say? She had sighed, and she did wish 
she were anyplace but here. “The sex was great, Santos,” 
she said sharply. “Don’t worry, your reputation’s intact ” 
“I wasn’t worried.” 

She felt his words like a slap. “Typically not a problem 
for you, right?” 

“Typically.” 

‘I should have known.’ 


meet 
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For a tag time after Glory left, Santos lay on the floor, 
staring up at the ceiling, his mind whirling vmh all the 
things he should have done. With ail the things he should 
have said. And with the ways he had gone wrong. „ 
Finally, disgusted with himself, he sat up. He dragged his 
hands through his hair. What was wrong with him? Hadn t 
once with this woman been enough to teach him a lesson. 
Hadn’t he learned anything ten years ago? 

Apparently not. He groaned. Now what? What did he do 
with the rest of today, with tomorrow and with the next ten 


years? 

Damn. He did think he hated her. 

But right now, he hated himself more. 

Liz. 

He rubbed his hands over his face. What did he say to 
Liz? “I hate Glory, but I want to screw her?” Or how 
about, “J like and respect you, but I slept with her? TvAce? 
And I fucking liked it~a lot?” 

Right. He made a sound in self-disgust. Damn, but he 
was an asshole. He had really messed up this time. 

Santos fell back against the carpet, annoyed when he 
caught a whiff of Glory’s perfume, more annoyed when it 
went straight to his head, affecting him like a fine, potent 
wine. Scowling, he turned his head and breathed in the 
flowery, too-expensive scent. The fact of the matter v/as, 
like it or not, he and Liz didn’t have a future together. Not 
the kind of future she wanted with him. Not the kind he 
wished he wanted with her, but didn’t. 

God help him, he wanted what he’d had with Giory. 
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Maybe, if he had never known Glory, if he had never 
known how deep and strong his feelings for a woman could 
run, maybe he and Liz would have had a chance. If he had 
never known how explosive— or how moving— sex could 
be, maybe the “very good” he experienced with Liz would 
have been enough. 

But he had experienced more; he couldn’t go back. And 
he hated that. He hated that he was going to hurt a very nice 
woman, a woman who cared for him, and he hated him- 
self for not being able to settle for what he knew would be 
good for him. 

Liz deserved better than he could give her. She deserved 
everything. 

And he did, too. 

The phone rang, saving him from his own thoughts. 
Muttering a word of thanks, he stood and crossed to it. It 
was Jackson. “Get your ass down here, man. We’ve got 
another body.” 

“The Snow White Killer?” 

“None other.” 

“The son of a bitch is still here.” Propping the receiver 
between his shoulder and ear, he retrieved his clothes. “I 
thought for sure he’d blown town.” 

“Hold your load, partner, it gets even better. This time 
we’ve got a witness.” 

Santos made it to headquarters in record time. He 
slammed into homicide division, adrenaline pumping 
through him, the scent of the hunt filling his head, every 
nerve ending crackling with awareness, on the alert and 
ready. He was going to get this bastard . He had him now. 
He could almost taste it. 

So could his fellow officers. A low hum of excitement 
crackled in the air, a subtle but distinct energy be recog- 
nized every time there was a break in an important case. 
Especially a case like this one— one they had all taken heat 
for, one that had beaten them more times than their egos 
cared to count. 
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“She got wind this guy’s the Snow White, and she 
clammed up. Big time. Recanted the whole thing. Claims 
she saw nothing.” 

“She got wind this guy’s the Snow White?” Santos 
swore. “Who was it?” 

“Patterson.” 

“Remind me to kick his ass.” 

“With pleasure.” Jackson held out his hand for the file. 
“She’s a real cop hater, too. We’re going to need some of 
that famous charm of yours with this one.” 

Santos nodded. “Let’s do it.” 

They entered the room. The woman was standing against 
the far wall, nervously chewing on her fingernails. She was 
white, appeared to be about forty, forty-five, but was 
probably younger. The street aged a girl. Santos had seen 
sixteen-year-olds who passed for thirty. 

She looked scared. Real scared. 

She met their eyes, masking her fear with defiance. “You 
got a cigarette? I need a smoke.” 

Santos nodded and looked at Jackson. “Get Tia a pack 
of smokes. While you’re at it, bring a couple Cokes, too.” 

Jackson nodded, turned and left the room. He didn’t 
mind Santos making him the gofer; this was part of their 
routine. Santos had been known to work wonders with re- 
luctant witnesses, especially working girls. They trusted him 
because he didn’t judge. A lot of his fellow officers had at- 
titudes when it came to prostitutes, they treated them worse 
than dirt or expected services for free. So the girls hated 
them. Santos couldn’t blame them. 

“Hi, Tia.” He smiled and motioned toward the chairs. 
“Have a seat.” 

He pulled one out, swung it around and straddled it. She 
didn’t move from her position against the wall. “My 
name’s Detective Santos. Detective Jackson’s the guy who 
went for smokes.” 

She narrowed her eyes. “Detective Santos?” 

“That’s right.” He smiled again. “Victor Santos.” 

“Go fuck yourself.” 
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He arched his eyebrows, a little surprised by her venom. 
She wasn’t joking around— she wished him ill. It was per- 
sonal. He met her eyes. “Did we start off on the wrong foot 
here, Tia? Or have I done something to offend you? ^ 
“Something to offend me? You could say that.” She 

shifted her gaze. “I want out of here.” . }> 

“Sure. I just need to ask you a few questions first/^ 

“I already answered a shitload of questions. I didn t see 
anything.” 

“No?” He opened the folder and scanned it. “Says here, 
you saw plenty. Saw a john pick up your friend Billie 
around 2:00 a.m. It says you saw some guy around the mint 
about two hours later.” 

“I didn’t.” 

Jackson returned with the cigarettes and soft drinks. He 
set the open pack of cigarettes on the table, in front of the 
chair directly across from Santos’s. She eyed it, then 
crossed to the table and snatched the pack. Her hands 
shook so badly it took her three tries to get one lit. She fi- 
nally did and took a long, greedy drag on it. 

Santos watched her a moment, letting her get in a few 
good drags, waiting for the nicotine to kick in and calm her. 
“Why would the officer who took your statement lie, Tia?” 

“How should I know? I’m just a hooker.” She swept her 
gaze over Santos, her lips curling with distaste. “Besides, 
all pigs lie.” 


This girl not only hated all cops; she seemed to have a 
special dislike for him. Santos slid a glance to Jackson. His 
partner arched an eyebrow slightly; he saw it, too. 

^ You do drugs, Tia?” Santos asked. 

“Fuck you. I’m clean. You can’t keep me.” She sucked 
on the cigarette. “I didn’t see anything.” 

‘You’re^ lying, Tia. For whatever reason, probably 
cause you re scared.” ^ 

"Prove it.” She crushed the cigarette in the battered 

metal ashtray. “Can I go now?” “= ln battered 
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“We want to help you.” Santos met her gaze, not 
flinching at the horrors he saw there. “A girl’s dead. A 
friend of yours. You can help us nail this guy.” 

“I told you, I didn’t see anything.” She folded her arms 
across her chest. “And I know how it works. You can't 
hold me.” 

“Don’t you get it?” Santos made a sound of frustra- 
tion. “You could be next. If this guy hears you saw some- 
thing, he’s after you. You’re safer talking to us, helping us 
get this guy. Come dean and—” 

“And you’re going to protect me?” She jumped to her 
feet. “That’s a laugh. I’m just a hooker. You’re going to get 
me to talk, then set me loose. You don’t give a shit about 
me.” 

“That’s not true.” Santos stood. “I don’t want another 
girl to die. I don’t want you to die.” 

“I’ll take my chances.” 

“Look, Tia,” Santos said, slipping his hands into his 
pockets, feigning nonchalance, “we’ll just talk. About 
anything. Get to know each other. Then, if there’s some- 
thing you want— ” 

“You don’t remember me, do you?” She all but spat the 
words at him. “You don’t even have a clue.” Her teeth be- 
gan to chatter, and she rubbed her arms. “But why should 
you? You forgot me the minute you left.” 

“Do we know each other?” Santos shook his head. “I'm 
sorry, Tia, but I don't remember you. I meet a lot of 
girls—” 

She laughed. The hollow, hopeless sound crawled along 
his nerve endings. “I wasn’t a working girl back then. And 
you weren’t a . . . pig.” 

He tilted his head studying her, finding nothing familiar 
in her hard features. “Okay, Tia, why don’t you refresh my 
memory.” 

“My name’s Tina. Got that? Tina.” She grabbed her 
purse, slung it over her shoulder and crossed to the door, 
stopping when she reached it and meeting his eyes once 
more. “Figure it out from there, hero.” 
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Th e officer working the front desk buzzed Liz into th 
third-floor offices of the N.O.P.D.’s homicide division. Li 
smiled and exchanged a couple pleasantries with th 
woman, then started for Santos’s desk, located at the bad 
of the large room. As she passed various desks and cubi 
cles, some of the detectives recognized her, smiled an< 
nodded. She returned their greetings, fighting her mount 
ing nerves and the terrible feeling that something wa 
wrong. 

She hadn’t seen Santos since Lily’s funeral three day 
y. The few times she had talked to him, she had calls 
/ . Each time, he had sounded preoccupied, distant. Sb 
- : sensed a reluctance to speak with her, and each time h 
had been apologetic about not having the time to see her. 
Too apologetic. He had given her up already. 

She shook her head. That wasn’t it. There had been 
break in the Snow White case; he had been working nearl 
around the clock. He simply hadn’t had time to see or ca 
her. 

Or so he said. 

She frowned at her own thoughts. Santos was goin 
through a difficult period right now. Lily had been his on! 
family; she’d been his anchor. No doubt, he felt lost rig! 
now, cast adrift. It was no wonder he had immersed hirr 
self in his work. It was no wonder he had pulled away froi 
her. 

Sure. It had nothing to do with him and her, nothing t 
do with their relationship. 





Forbidden Fruit 


397 


side-toward him and Glory, at the cards she had been 

“When were you going to tell me, Santos?” She jerked 
up her chin. “Or had you planned to keep sleeping with us 

Santos glanced around them, obviously uncomfortable. 
“This isn’t the place for this discussion. Please, Liz, let’s go 

somewhere we can really talk.” 

“Why? So you can try to explain? Try to make me feel 
better? Forget it.” 

“I didn’t mean to hurt you. God, that’s the last thing 1 
ever wanted to do.” He looked away, then back. “What I 
said before, it was true. It just happened.” 

“I suppose you’re going to tell me now that it was a mis- 
take, and you want me to try to forget it. That you want us 
to go on the way we had been?” Liz couldn’t deny the 
hateful sliver of hope that bloomed inside her— hope that 
he did want that, that he still wanted her. Despite how much 
he had hurt her, if he still wanted her, she would forgive 
him. 


But he said nothing. That damning silence told her ev- 
erything, and her heart broke. She felt like such a ~-r. : r 
fool. For exposing herself with those last words, for dsr ri- 
diculous hope, for everything. 

She swung away from him. “I never should hare trussed 
you. I never should have believed you woes vcu nuu "-ou 
didn’t care for her— ” 

“I don’t. But I realize new, r-?- vcu and 1... than ids no r 
going to happen. It wouldn’t be fir for me no 
along.” 


Hate for Glory swelled, innice her. (Her/ So Ge rrs'-*' 
had stolen her chance at a great education, had strler 
chance tor the future she’d always dreamed of. ;fcw mi 

ram?7be ^ Sce . lov f d * ” ff: '* l wss ast? Her restau- 
rant/ fee ia ioe creameo? 

-ril iboughts, Santos caught her arm and 
gently turned her to face him. “This isn’t about her, Liz. 
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Tn the last days of her life, Lily changed her will. In an 
ironic twist of fate, she had deeded the River Road house 
to Glory, and had left everything else to Santos. The an- 
nouncement affected Santos like a blow to his chest not 
because he thought he deserved the house, or that he cared 
what it was worth, or that he thought Glory shouldn’t have 
it. But because he loved it. 

Because he thought of it as his home, 

Santos stared at the attorney, knowing he had heard 
correctly, but not quite believing his ears anyway. 

The River Road house was Glory's now. Never again 
could he go there to seek the quiet, the peace, it offered. 

The truth of that left him reeling. Until that moment, he 
hadn’t realized what a big part of his life the house had be- 
come. 

He shifted his gaze to Glory. She, too, appeared stunned 
at the news. Overwhelmed, even. As if sensing his gaze, she 
looked his way. She met bis eyes, the expression in hers 
apologetic. 

He looked away. The last thing he wanted— or needed— 
was her sympathy. It was bad enough that she saw how he 
felt, bad enough that by sleeping with her he had revealed 
the depth of bis desire for her. 


& *“*'■'* ^ 

.1 hunger he couldn’t satisfy. w ur it was 
he knew there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about * 
Glory St. Germaine was off limits. 
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Twenty minutes later, they exited the attorney’s posh 
downtown office and crossed the hall to the bank of ele- 
vators. Santos summoned one, then glanced at her. “Con- 
gratulations.” 

“Thanks, I...” Glory laced her fingers together. “Tin 
sorry. I had no idea she’d planned to. . . I never expected 
this.” 

“Forget it.” The elevator doors slid open and they 
stepped onto it. Santos punched the lobby button. “I don’t 
know what I would have done with the place if she had left 
it to me.” 

“You could have sold it.” 

“No, I never could have done that.” He made a sound of 
frustration. “And I couldn’t have afforded to keep it up. 
Not on a cop’s salary. It’s better off with you.” 

She touched his sleeve lightly, then as if uncomfortable 
with the gesture, pulled her hand away. “I know how much 
you love that bouse. I know you . . . wanted it.” 

He met her eyes, instantly on guard. “So, you’re a mind 
reader now?” 

“I don’t need to be.” She looked away, then back. “That 
day we were there, I saw the expression in your eyes when 
you looked at it. And today, I saw your expression when 
you heard the news.” 

Santos swallowed hard, feeling exposed and too vulner- 
able. She saw too much. Far too much. She always had. 

He shrugged, feigning indifference. “You love it, too. 
That makes it okay.” 

The elevator reached the lobby and they stepped off. 
They crossed the green marble floor toward the building’s 
grand front entrance. 

“I’ve been wondering about something,” Glory mur- 
mured, almost to herself. 

Santos stopped at the door. She looked troubled. 
“What’s that?” 

“Twelve years ago, my mother used family money to bail 
the hotel out of debt. At least that’s where she told me the 
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money came from. I only learned about it when I took over 
running the hotel. 

“It was quite a large sum,” she continued. 1 never 
questioned Mother’s story because I’d grown up believing 
her family had been very wealthy.” 

“But Lily was your mother’s only family.” 

“Exactly.” She tilted her head to the side, her expres- 
sion thoughtful. “So, where did Mother get the money?” 
Santos frowned. “How much is quite a large sum?” 

“I could check the books for an exact figure.” She drew 
her eyebrows together, obviously searching her memory. 
“But I know it was several hundred thousand dollars. Four. 
No, more like five.” 

Five hundred thousand dollars. An old lady could live 
quite comfortably on the interest from five hundred thou- 
sand dollars. Living , suddenly, without it would be tough. 
“When was that?” he asked. “Do you remember?” 
“Ten, almost eleven years ago now. It was the year 
we—” She flushed and looked away. “It was the year 
Daddy died.” 

1984. The year he and Glory met. The year he learned 
that Lily was Hope’s mother. The year Lily, suddenly, be- 
gan to worry about money. 

His forehead creased. Up until the end, Lily had taken 
care of her own finances. He hadn’t asked questions; that 
was her business and none of his. And he had never cared 
what she had or how much. 


However, it had been odd that until that time, Lily had 
seemed more than financially comfortable. She had never 
worried about money and had treated herself to whatever 
she wanted, within reason. 


That had changed suddenly. He had noticed it for the 
first time a few months after his break with Glory lily had 
begun to fret over expenses; she had stopped making do- 
nations to chanties, had stopped treating herself to the 

and movfeiT ^ enj0yed ’ 0nes 11 ke out, manicures 
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Hope gazed at Victor Santos, distaste crawling up her 
spine. She swept her gaze coldly over him, then smiled 
thinly, not bothering to hide her feelings. “What can I do 
for you, Detective? I understand you’re here on police 
business.” 

He lifted an eyebrow, a smile tugging at the comers of his 
mouth. “Did your housekeeper say that? I don’t know 
where she could have gotten that idea. I’m sorry to say, but 
no, I’m here all on my own.” 

She stiffened at his air of amused superiority and mo- 
tioned toward the door. “Then I’ll ask you to leave.” 

“I don’t think you’ll want to do that.” Without invita- 
tion, be stepped farther into the foyer and looked around 
with unabashed curiosity. “Nice little shack you have 
here.” 

Again, amusement laced his tone. She squeezed her 
hands into fists, resenting that she had to put up with him 
because he was a police officer. If he weren’t, she wouldn’t 
even have received him. “I have nothing to say to you.” 

“That remains to be seen.” He met her eyes. “I have 
something you’re going to be quite interested in.” 

“I rather doubt I would be interested in anythin^ you 
have to say. She folded her arms across her chest curios- 
ity piqued, despite herself. “But if you insist on this xssikr 
ulous httle game, I’ll give you a minute.” 

‘1*’ h5ht " He smiled - “You heard your tss&ez 
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“Of course,” she said, drawling the words in a way tha 
left no doubt how little she cared. They had the desired el 
feet, she saw, by the tightening of his mouth. 

“She left Glory the house. Your childhood home. Yo 
knew that, too?” 

She did know. When Glory had told her, she had wants 
to kill Victor Santos. She still did. Impotent rage swells 
inside her. She had spent her entire life trying to protec 
Glory from the Pierron legacy, and now, because of hin 
and his meddling, her daughter was in possession of th 
very seat of sin. 

“She left me everything else.” 

“I heard that,” she snapped. “You’ve told me nothin] 
new, Detective, so if there’s nothing else...” Hope checket 
her watch impatiently. “Your time’s up. I’m happy to say.’ 
She started toward the front door, annoyed when she real 
ized he wasn’t following. She grasped the knob and swunj 
open the door, then turned to face him. 

“Good day, Detective,” she snapped, wanting to clav 
that smug half smile from his face. 

“Do you have five hundred thousand dollars handy 
Mrs. St. Germaine?” 

Hope froze. The devil-boy laughed. 

The Darkness took many forms. 

“That's right. A ghost from your past has come to haum 
you.” 

She struggled to remain calm. “I don’t know what you’re 
talking about,” she said coldly. 

“No?” He took a step toward her, and she fought the 
urge to turn and run. He moved like the Serpent, slow but 
with unerring aim. “How about three notes that promise 
to repay, on demand, the sum of five hundred thousand 
dollars? Is your memory sufficiently refreshed yet, Mrs. St. 
Germaine?” 

He took another step toward her; this time she took a 
step back, heart pounding. Sunlight spilled over her back, 
hot and too bright. “Lily helped you out of a costly little 
jam back in 1984, didn’t she? The hotel was in deep debt. 
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It took nearly everything Lily had, but she lent you that 
money. I made those three deliveries, each time you sent me 
back to her with one of those promissory notes.” 

He narrowed his eyes. “You knew she would never try to 
collect. You knew all she wanted was a little time with you. 
It makes me sick to think how much she loved you and how 
badly you treated her.” 

“That’s right.” Hope lifted her chin arrogantly. “She 
didn’t try to collect, it’s over now. She’s dead.” 

“Sorry, sweetheart, but it doesn’t work that way. Prom- 
issory notes are like stocks, bonds and other forms of ne- 
gotiable assets.” 

Hope began to sweat. The sun on her back became un- 
bearably hot. The blood thrummed in her head, until it 
drowned out all else but the sound of his hateful voice. 

“I fulfilled my debt to her,” she said, voice shaking. She 
worked to steady it. “I gave her the time she wanted.” 

“You gave her nothing.” He fisted his fingers. “She went 
to her grave longing for her daughter’s forgiveness and love, 
but you couldn’t give her even that much. You couldn’t pay 
her even one small visit to the hospital.” 

“You can’t prove it. You can’t prove I didn’t — ” 

“But I have the notes. I inherited them from Lily.” He 
leaned toward her, murder in his eyes. “If you had ful- 
filled your ‘debt’, you should have collected them.” 

Hope brought a hand to her throat. “What do you want 
from me?” 

He arched his eyebrows, as if shocked. “Why, Hope, 
darling, I want my money.” 

She took another step back, and the sunlight stung her 
eyes. “You bastard.” 

He laughed. “I seem to be called that a lot lately. And 
always by a St. Germaine.” 

She couldn’t bear the sun, the heat, any longer. She 
pushed past Santos and into the cool, dark foyer. She 
struggled to catch her breath, realizing only then how pan- 
icked she was. She didn’t have five hundred thousand dol- 
lars. She didn’t have it. 




.ness pai tne ' t him, shaking^ ^ oU \ 
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Obviously, you don’t think you have to treat others with 

"'tested S Darkness closrf in on her“m 
the time to worry has come, Hope St. Germaine. The time 
to pay has come. You owe lily, and you’re going to have to 

^ She spun away from him and crossed the foyer. She 
stopped before a Sheraton convex mirror and gazed at her 
distorted image, scrambling to think of a way out of this. 
The hotel was worth a fraction of what it had once been 
worth. She had some investments, only enough, combined 
with her part of the hotel profits, to maintain her life-style. 
Some of her . . . needs . . . had proven quite costly over the 


years. 

Like a house of cards, remove any piece and it all tum- 
bled. 

What was she going to do? 

“There may be another way,” Santos said softly. 
Light-headed, she met his gaze in the mirror. “Another 
way?” 

“Actually, I don’t care about the money. I don’t care 
about your precious house or hotel. Or anything else you 
have.” 

Hope turned slowly to face him. She searched his eyes, 
looking for the joke, the ever-present amusement. Instead, 
he looked deadly serious. “You don’t?” 

“No.” He crossed to stand directly before her. “I care 
about Lily.” 

“But she’s dead.” 

His expression hardened. “But her memory is not. My 
feelings for her are not. I’ve decided to give her the thing 
she wanted most in life, but went to her grave without.” 
“And that is?” 

“Her daughter.” 

She stated at him, confused. “I don’t understand.” 

I’m going to give her you, Hope. You will publicly ad- 
mit Lily was your mother. You will tell everyone who you 
are and where you come from.” 
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Hope took a step backward, her legs threatening to buc- 
kle beneath her. “You can’t be. . . serious.” 

“Trust me, I am serious.” He swept his gaze over her. 
“Perhaps you should sit down.” 

She nodded and crossed to a chair arranged against the 
wall by the mirror. She sank onto it and folded her trem- 
bling hands in her lap. “Go on.” 

“If you agree to this, you will have to do several, very 
specific things.” She nodded again, and he continued, 
“The first, you will take out two full-page ads, both de- 
claring your true lineage. The first in the Times Picayune, 
Sunday main news section, the second in New Orleans 
magazine, inside front cover.” 

He slipped his hands into his pants pockets and rocked 
back on his heels. “As I said, in those ads you will admit 
your true lineage, confess to your years of untruths and 
express your deep and eternal sorrow at having cruelly 
abandoned your loving mother.” 

“And next?" she asked tightly, clenching her fingers to- 
gether. 

He smiled. “You throw a huge party, a gala in Lily’s 
honor. You invite all your fancy friends, all the city’s big- 
wigs— mayor, police chief, maybe even Governor Ed- 
wards. Of course, once again you will publicly acknowledge 
Lily.” 

“And of course,” she added bitterly, “you’ll be right 
there to see that I follow your directions to the letter.” 

“Don’t be naive, this is costing me five hundred thou- 
sand dollars. Everything will be perfect.” 

“And if I do all this . . . to the letter?” 

“The notes are yours, free and dear.” 

Hope looked at him in astonishment. “That’s insane. 
Why are you really doing this?” 

He swept his gaze over her, his lips curling, as with dis- 
taste. But she knew they curled with pure evil. “You can’t 
understand it, I know. That I could love Lily that much. . 
That I could believe I owe her everything, even my life. It’s j 
beyond you to comprehend that I could want to give her j 
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what she wanted most in the world, no matter the cost to 
me. 

“But my reasons aren’t totally altruistic. I’m going to 
enjoy seeing you do the right thing. I’m going to enjoy see- 
ing you forced to act, for once in your life, like a decent 
human being.” 

For a moment, she said nothing. The hate inside her 
grew, twisting and turning inside her. She would kill him if 
she could, if she had that power. 

But there were other ways to make him pay; she would 
find one. If it was the last thing she did, and she would find 
one. 

She met his eyes evenly, with malice. “You are a very 
foolish young man.” 

He cocked an eyebrows. “What? Are you going to ‘get 
me’ for this? Are you threatening me?” 

Hope simply smiled. The Darkness came in many forms. 
But the Lord would not leave the guilty unpunished . 
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years. She understood his hold on her no more than she did 

^She sighed. A long time ago, she told Liz that Santos was 
her destiny. That seemed so silly now, such a naive stater 
ment made by a silly adolescent girl. 

But in a way, it was true. She couldn t seem to shake 
Santos from her system. She couldn’t seem to forget him. 
She couldn’t move on without him. 

And since they had been together, she’d been tormented 
by her longings— for him, to be with him again. 

He turned suddenly and met her eyes. She knew he could 
see each of her thoughts, read them in her face and eyes. 
She didn’t try to hide them, didn’t try to pTetend. She 
wanted him to know how she ached for him, how* she 
burned. 

She felt bold, unafraid and dizzyingly alive. An incredu- 
lous laugh bubbled to her lips, though she didn’t release it. 
Perhaps this place was affecting her, perhaps it was having 
read the journals that influenced her, having read the ac- 
counts of women who had been shamelessly v/anton, 
women who had lived by their bodies but v/ithout love. 

Or perhaps, she had finally come to understand her own 
needs. 


She brought a hand to Santos’s face, caressing softly, 
first his cheek, then his mouth. “1 want you.” 

He caught her fingers with his own. “Glory, I — ” 

Ho. * She brought his fingers to her mouth, kissing, 
astmg with her tongue, finally sucking. She felt honest, 
ine way she hadn’t felt in ten years. 

The last time she had been honest with a man. The last 
she had really wanted a man. 

And then she hadn’t understood. She had been a girl, 
n ne inexperienced. Now she knew what she needed. 
aow she knew how to satisfy her lover. 

u' 1 me ? t00 ’” she murmured. “I know you do.” 
“Yrc » , VOlce was thick with arousal, his eyes dark. 
But he repeated > searching her gaze. “1 do want you. 
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“No.” She shook her head. “No buts. Come.” She led 
him into the house, led him upstairs to one of the big, soft 
beds. The windows were open; the breeze off the Missis- 
sippi stirred the lace curtains. Patches of sunlight dappled 
the floor and walls. The bed. 

Together they sank onto it, the light spilling oyer them. 
Moments became minutes, time both stopped and slipped 
away as they explored and pleasured each other. 

Glory asked Santos for what she wanted; he gave her all 
she desired. As he asked; as she gave. Their mating was ex- 
quisite and perfect, by turns tender and rough, frenzied and 
languorous. Glory understood, completely, finally, what it 
was to be a woman. 

Afterward, they lay twined together, damp and out of 
breath, yet totally relaxed. He didn’t draw away from her 
and she was glad, though she had no illusions about what 
had occurred between them. 

She trailed her fingers across his chest, loving the feel of 
his firm, muscled flesh. “Are you sorry?” she asked softly. 

“No.” He bent his head to meet her eyes. “Are you?” 

She shook her head. “How could I be? That was 
so. . .wonderful.” 

He smiled, pleased, then he returned his gaze to the ceil- 
ing and the elaborately carved medallion at its center. 

She followed his gaze. “This place is quite something, 
isn’t it?” 

“Mmm.” He tightened his arm around her. “Have you 
decided what you’re going to do with it?” 

“No. I haven’t gotten that far yet.” She pressed her cheek 
to his chest, torn between thoughts of him and this mo- 
ment and ones of the future. “There’s so much histoi 
here. This place is a part of Louisiana, a part of her hi; 
tory. It’s special. Unique and wonderful. It would be wron 
for me to change it.” 

She drew in a deep breath. “The women who lived he! 
deserve to be remembered. Not to be held up as role moc 
els, but to be remembered as a part of history.” 

“You could live here.” 
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She shook her head. ‘ Td like to, but ids too far from the 
hotel. And I’d be lonely, I think.” 

Unless Santos was here with her. 

The thought jumped unbidden into her head, mid she 
quickly pushed it away. It wouldn’t do to start thinking 
about a forever with Santos, it wouldn’t do to start think- 
ing about love. It wasn’t going to happen, and if she let 
herself hope, she would end up hurt. 

They bad too much past to ever have a future together. 
“So where does that leave you?” he asked, interrupting 
her thoughts. 

“I have some decisions to make concerning the hotel, 
too. Some changes I’m going to have to make.” She sighed. 
“Changes my father wouldn’t have approved of.” 

“Time marches on, Glory.” 

“I do know that.” She pressed her mouth to his shoul- 
der, tears stinging the backs of her eyes. “But I wish I could 
have run the hotel so expertly that changes in the city and 
in the world wouldn’t have affected the business. I wish I 
could have kept it running, and performing, the way he did. 

I know that sounds silly.” 

“Not silly,” Santos murmured, moving his fingers in 
slow, soft circles against the small of her back. “But self- 
defeating. Time changes everything. Don’t kid yourself if 
your father were still alive, he would have had to make ad- 
justments to meet the challenges of 1995, too.” 
“ Thank y° u >” she said, tilting her head to meet his eyes. 
That makes me feel . . . better. I loved him so much.” 

have to S you 3 ” 05 ’ 8 fi ” 8etS 5fflW - “ There ’ S SOmetWng 1 

“■ “ f, bow 311(1 met Ws eyes, frown- 
mg. that sounds serious. 

^‘How serious depends on your perspective.” 

I don t understand.” 

; h5ri 6 ? n, ' fcso,, ‘ emoit » ,oU out the 
“Uly.”° ? She drew her eyebrows together. “Where?” 
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Santos explained how her comment the day the will wa< 
read had gotten him thinking— about the correspondence 
he had delivered to the hotel all those years ago, about whal 
her mother might have sent back to Lily, and about Lily’s 
altered life-style afterward. Finally, he told her how he had 
searched through Lily’s things and found three demand 
notes promising to repay the sum of five hundred thou- 
sand dollars, all signed by her mother. 

“I don’t—” Glory drew in a deep breath, not quite be- 
lieving her ears. “Are you saying that my mother owes 
you. . . five hundred thousand dollars?” 

“Yes. And no.” She frowned, and he continued, “I’ve 
offered your mother a deal.” 

“A deal,” she repeated. “You mean, you’ve already 
spoken to her about this?” 

“Yes. After I consulted with a lawyer.” 

“I see.” She sat up and pulled a hand through her hair, 
not surprised to see that it was trembling. “How long ago 
did you find these notes?” 

“Two weeks.” 

She looked over her shoulder and into his eyes. “And 
you’re only telling me now. Very nice, Santos. Thanks a lot 
for the big vote of confidence.” 

“There wasn’t a reason to tell you before this.” 

That hurt. Because that omission said everything about 
their relationship. Relationship? she thought, despising 
herself her foolishness. They had no relationship. They had 
gone to bed together a couple times. 

Sex wasn’t love. It wasn’t a relationship. And it cer- 
tainly wasn’t what they had shared all those years ago. 

She wanted that. She would never have it. She bit down 
hard on her lip, refusing to cry. Refusing to acknowledge 
how much that hurt. How much his not trusting her hurt. 
He didn't think enough of her to tell her that her mother 
owed him five hundred thousand dollars. 

“What about before this?” She gestured toward the 
rumpled bed. “You don’t think you had a moral obliga- 
tion to tell me before we made . . . before this?” 
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He searched her gaze. “Would it have made a difier- 

“aelifted her eyes to the ceding. Maybe it wouldn’t have 
in the before, but in the after, in this moment , > 
made all the difference in the world. If he had told her, she 
wouldn’t be hurting so bad she could hardly bear it. 

She curled her fingers into the bedding. “Is that why you 
came out here today?” she asked, praying it wasn t. Pray- 
ing he had come because she had been on his mind, be- 
cause he had wanted to see her, to be with her. 

“Yes” 

She sucked in a sharp breath and swung her legs over the 
side of the bed. “Silly me, I thought you’d come out for 
other reasons.” 

“Don’t be like that.” 

He sat up and reached for her; she slipped off the bed, 
bringing the sheet with her. She wrapped it securely around 
her, then turned to face him. “And what sort of a ‘deal’ did 
you offer my mother? Sixty cents on the dollar? Forty?” 

He narrowed his eyes. “And why would I do that. 
Glory? She borrowed that money from Lily, nearly break- 
ing her. She promised to pay it back and didn’t. Lily left 
those notes to me. She wanted me to have them.” 

Glory stiffened. “Of course,” she said coolly, “you’re 
ititled to your inheritance.” She reached for her T-shirt, 
len bent and retrieved her panties from the floor. She met 
is eyes once more, lifting her chin haughtily. “I have 
bings to do today, maybe you’d better go.” 

He narrowed his eyes, furious. “What’s with the atti- 
ude, princess? You think I should forgive your mother’s 
iebt because you’re such a great lav?” 

“Go to hell.” 

She turned and marched to the bathroom. He followed 
ber catching the door with the heel of his hand as she tried 
to slam it in his face. 

0Ut C Sbe clutched sheet to her breasts, al- 

mnS t ?S den u g ? at he was stark naked and had, only 
moments before, both seen and tasted the parts of her body 
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she was trying to hide, it was a little ridiculous to play the 
outraged virgin. 

“Unlike you and your mother, money means nothing to 
me. 1 told her I’d forgive the debt if she would publicly ac- 
knowledge Lily. That was the deal I offered her.” 

Glory stared at him, stunned silent. She couldn’t believe 
she had heard him correctly. She shook her head. “You 
can’t mean you’re going to forget—” 

“That’s exactly what I mean.” He laughed, the sound as 
tight and angry as his expression. “I don’t give a crap about; 
the money or the hotel or anything else I could get out of 
this thing. The way your mother treated Lily was wrong. 
She hurt Lily. And she’s going to make it right, even though 
it’s going to cost me a half a million bucks.” 

He turned and walked away. Glory watched him go, her 
heart thundering. She reached out a hand. “I’m sorry.” 

He stopped but didn’t turn. “For what?” 

“I misjudged you. I was angry and . . . hurt because you 
didn’t confide in me. That you didn’t trust me enough to 
tell me when you found out.” 

“Should I, Glory?” He looked over his shoulder at her. 
“Should I trust you?” 

She tipped up her chin. “Yes.” 

“But do you trust me? Do you believe in me?” When she 
opened her mouth to reply that she did, he shook his head. 
“I don’t think so. When it comes right down to it, I don’t 
think you ever really believed in me. If you had — ” He bit 
back the words. “Forget it.” 

“How can I prove to you that you’re wrong?” She took 
a step toward him, heart thundering. “I want to prove it to 
you.” 

He met her gaze evenly. “I don’t know if you can, Glory. 
It might be too late for that.” 

A lump formed in her throat, and she fought to speak 
around it. She was no longer a sixteen-year-old girl; she was 
a woman. And she knew what she wanted. She wanted 
Santos. She wanted to be his lover. She wanted them to 
have a relationship. 
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She wanted everything. More than she would ever have 
with him. 

“I’d like to see you again. I’d like to. . .be with you again. 
This way.” She crossed to him and drew in a deep breath, 
more afraid than she had been in a long time. “Is that go- 
ing to be possible, Santos?” 

“It depends.” 

“On?” 

“On you. On what you’re willing to accept from me. On 
how much is enough.” He bent his head to hers and caught 
her mouth in a brief but shattering kiss. “My feelings aren’t 
going to change. So long, princess.’ ’ 
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Hope made her way down the dim corridor, the rancid 
odor of decay turning her stomach. She held her breath, 
but the stench still choked her, and she realized with a sense 
of horror that it was her own smell fouling the air. 

She squeezed her eyes shut, her head filled with the im- 
age of her and the man-creature writhing on the bed, 
twisting and coiling together like two serpents. She had 
reveled in the unholy pleasure of his hands and mouth, then 
she had wielded the whip, punishing him for his sins. 

But still The Beast clamored for more. A sound of ter- 
ror slipped past her lips, and she brought her hands to her 
mouth to hold back another. These days, It always wanted 
more, no matter how often she bowed to its power. 

Because of him. That boy, Santos. 

Up ahead, light speared through and around blackened 
windows and heavy, metal doors, bolted from the inside. 
Good struggling to invade, then conquer, evil. Hope 
dragged her light wrap around herself tightly. Good would 
reign triumphant; she believed that, she had to. 

If she didn’t, she would be lost. 

She drew closer to the light. Only a few more feet and she 
would be out of this godforsaken place, and maybe then 
The Beast would quiet. She counted the steps; she reached 
the door, threw open the bolt and scurried out. 

The fresh air cleared her head, though she couldn't stop 
trembling. Taking a deep breath, she hurried to her car, 
praying no one spotted her. She hadn’t been able to wait for 
the cover of night; the Beast had refused to be quelled even 
for another hour. 
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She reached her car and climbed inside. Only then did she 
allow herself a moment of stillness. As she had^ hoped, 
sunlight had beaten back The Darkness, and the silence in 
her head was sweet indeed. She curled her fingers around 
the steering wheel, and leaned her head against the rest. She 
closed her eyes. 

The days and weeks since Victor Santos had arrived on 
her doorstep, threat in hand, had been a nightmare. After 
consulting with her lawyer, she had done as the detective 
demanded, following each of his instructions to the letter, 
though it had sickened her to do so. For all, she had played 
the part of the tragic victim, the loving daughter who, to 
save her own life, had fled the mother she adored. 

Surprisingly, her friends and associates, be they busi- 
ness or personal, had stuck by her, though she had no il- 
lusions about the talk that had spread like wildfire through 
New Orleans society. To her face, they applauded her 
courage. To her face, they understood, they sympathized. 
They felt for her, they claimed. 

But she saw their glances when she wasn’t looking, the 
horror in their eyes, the repugnance. No area of her life had 
been left untouched— even Father Rapier looked at her 
differently. 


She was flesh of whores, dirty and common. She had 
been marked by sin. 

Hope tightened her fingers on the steering wheel. The 
Darkness had ravaged her with its laughter, with its con- 
stant, steady call. Ripping away her veil of purity had dou- 
bled The Beast’s strength. It pounded at her without relief 
or remorse, giving her neither rest nor a moment’s peace. 

The control she had once prided herself in, that she had 
16 j n J 0 P rotect her, failed her more and more often. 

one had been marked by Darkness. Now, all could see. 

Hope opened her eyes. The sunlight stung them, but she 

^ She unclenched her right hand and 

wS IW 1 "’ ?? and bruised from the whip. She 

riSS n h }? d besn ViC u 0r Santos,s P ain she had heard 
nnging m her ears, wished it had been he who she had 
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punished. Her hatred for him knew no bounds. It defied 
logic and restraint; it burned so hotly and so brightly in- 
side her, her skin flushed and blistered with it. 

He thought he had won. He thought he had beaten her. 
She could hear his amusement, his ringing laughter in her 
head. He and Glory were seeing each other; her daughter 
had shared that news almost defiantly. Glory didn’t under- 
stand, she didn’t see The Beast beneath the beautiful fa- 
cade. As it had always been, it was up to her to show Glory 
the truth, to save her. 

Hope shivered as a chill crawled up her spine. She would 
make Victor Santos pay. She had friends, people who, for 
a price, would help her. People who had always helped her. 

Oh, yes. She would make Victor Santos sorry he had ever 
dared to comer Hope St. Germaine. 
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New Orleans, Louisiana. 
1996 


Chop Robichaux was one of those French Quarter land- 
marks the tourists never saw, a bit of local color even the 
locals didn’t know about. Unless they were part of the 
city’s dark, twisted underbelly. Unless their sexual prefer- 
ences ran counter to both the laws of God and man. If so, 
they knew Chop as a businessman of great wiles and flair, 
a businessman who had the reputation for always landing 
on his feet and for being able to supply any perversion for 
a price. 

He had information about the Snow White Killer. 

Santos set the phone’s receiver back into its cradle, 
pursing his lips in thought. Chop had said that if Santos 
was interested in catching the Snow White, he should come 
now, to his club on Bourbon Street. 

Santos rubbed the side of his nose with his index finger. 
He didn’t trust Chop Robichaux. He considered him sev- 
eral levels slimier than swamp scum. But if anybody in the 
Quarter might be privy to information about who was 
knocking off young bookers, it would be Chop. After all, 
young hookers were the man’s stock and trade. 

“Who was that?” 

Santos looked over his shoulder at Glory, naked, 
sprawled across the bed, half covered by the rumpled sheet. 
She smiled, and his body stirred. She was so beautiful, she 
took his breath away. And making love with her defied do- 
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scription. Passionate. Mind-blowing. Erotic. All paled to 
the way being with her made him feel. These last couple of 
weeks had passed in a kind of hot, sexual blur. 

He shook off his growing arousal, forcing himself to fo- 
cus on the matter at hand— Chop and whatever informa- 
tion he might have on the Snow White Killer. “You want to 
take a ride?” 

“Sure. Where are we going?” 

“To the French Quarter. To see an old friend.” 

She searched his gaze, as if sensing something was not 
quite right. “An old friend?" she asked softly, sitting up, 
pushing her tangled hair away from her face. “What kind 
of friend?” 

He leaned down and kissed her, hard and deeply, then 
reluctantly broke away. “I’ll tell you more in the car.” 

“I know a place on Burgundy that has killer maigari- 
tas.” 

He laughed. “Frozen or rocks?” 

“Either. Great chips and salsa, too.” 

“You got it.” He kissed her again. “We have to hurry.” 

She nodded and they quickly showered and dressed, not 
wasting time on talking. He liked that about her, the way 
she accepted the limitations of their time, the way she didn’t 
feel the need to fill every quiet moment with chatter. 

Although he liked that quality in her, it unsettled him, 
too. Because the quiet never seemed empty; it never felt 
strained. And it should. When they weren’t making love, 
it should feel awkward and strained and empty as a tomb 
between them. 

Within twenty minutes, they were in his car, heading 
deeper into the Quarter. 

“So, who is this old friend we’re going to see?” 

“A sleezebag from my days on vice.” He cut her a quick 
glance. “His name’s Chop Robichaux.” 

“Chop Robichaux,” she repeated. “That name sounds 
familiar.” 

Santos laughed without humor. “I’m not surprised, for 
a while six years ago, it was splattered across every head- 
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line in the city. Remember the N.O.P.D. scandal the press 
dubbed the French Quarter Four?” _ , 

She drew her eyebrows together in thought, then in- 
clined her head. “Yes, but only vaguely.” . 

“HI refresh your memory then. Four N.O.P .D. vice of- 
ficers were accused, then convicted, of taking pay to over- 
look the activities in a club at the fringe of the French 
Quarter. The place was a sort of sex shop. But not the usual 
above-the-law touristy stuff. Hard-core. Some real sick shit. 

A lot of the operation involved underage kids, most of 
them runaways. The place was called the Chop Shop. Af- 
ter its owner, the man we’re going to see.” 

“Underage kids?” Glory made a sound of outrage. 
“That’s . . . that’s disgusting. It’s beyond terrible.” 

“That’s what everybody thought, once the story broke. 
Of course, they thought it even worse that some of New 
Orleans’s finest were taking money to look the other way. 
That was my opinion, too. That’s why I blew them all in.” 
“Blew them in?” She frowned. “What do you mean?” 
“At the time, I was a ranking vice officer. I became 
aware that some of my fellow officers were on the pay. I 
went to Chop to talk a deal. Then I went to Internal Af- 
fairs.” 

“I bet that didn’t make you too popular.” 

“That* s putting it mildly. Luckily, shortly afterward I got 
my transfer to homicide.” Santos turned onto Bourbon. 
“Internal Affairs was a lot more interested in the dirty cops 
than in Chop. He turned state’s evidence in return for im- 
munity from prosecution.” 

“He never did time?” She looked shocked. 

“That’s the way it works, babe. Standard operating 
procedure. They closed him down, of course. He just 
opened up on another block. This time, he’s supposedly 
straight, on the up-and-up. But I say people like Chop 
Robichaux don’t know how to operate by the books or by 
the law. But that’s not my department anymore.” 

“And that was it? The end of the story?” 
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“Not quite.” He swung into an illegal spot across from 
Chop’s place. “One of The Four claimed I was involved. 
He claimed I became aware that I. A. was sniffing around, 
and sacrificed them to save myself. Seems the bit about In- 
ternal Affairs sniffing around was true. I.A. investigated 
me, but they couldn’t find anything.” 

“They took his word against yours?” she asked, sound- 
ing stunned. 

“I messed up, and it looked bad.” He turned off the ig- 
nition. “I should have gone to I.A. with my suspicions right 
away, and let them take it from there. But I wanted proof. 
And 1 wanted to know Chop would back me up.” 

“So because you offered him the deal, he thinks he owes 
you.” 

Santos laughed. “Hardly. He hates my guts. I’m the one 
who busted his operation, after all.” 

Silence ensued. Santos darted a glance her way. 
“What?” 

She was silent a moment more, then she shook her head. 
“I don’t understand something. If this Chop hates you, 
why did he call you about this information?” 

“Good question. One that’s bothering me. But in an- 
other way, it makes sense. I’m the lead detective on the 
case, and he knows me. It could be he’s incriminated in 
some way and wants some sort of deal. Maybe he wants to 
feel me out, see where he might stand.” 

“Maybe you should call Jackson. Or get backup.” 

“Backup?” he repeated, laughing. “You’ve been 
watching too many cop shows on TV. There's a big differ- 
ence between talking to an informant and going into a life- 
threatening situation.” 

He saw her nervous glance toward the front of the 
nightclub. The street was busy; a usual Saturday night in 
the Quarter. Every so often, someone would enter or 
emerge from the club, and he and Glory could get a glimpse 
inside. The place appeared to be packed. 
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“Look,” he said, “I’m in and out of there. You wait 
here. It won’t take ten minutes.” 

“You’re sure?” 

“Yeah.” He leaned across the seat, kissed her, then 
opened his car door. “After that, it’s Margaritaville for us.” 

Santos hopped out of the car and started across the street 
and into the club. The place was, indeed, packed. On the 
stage, a scantily clad woman undulated to the deafening 
music. The place reeked of beer, cigarettes and sweaty 
bodies. It brought back memories, unpleasant ones. From 
his youth. From his time working vice. 

He caught sight of Chop behind the bar, and started to 
pick his way through the crowd, being bumped and jostled 
along the way. 

A guy wearing a Dixie Beer T-shirt knocked head-on into 
him, spilling half his beer on Santos in the process. 

“Hey, pal.” Santos reeled backward, getting bumped 
from behind, feeling someone’s hand at his back. “Watch 
it.” 

The guy grinned, exposing a mouthful of rotten teeth. 
“Pardon me,” he said, weaving on his feet, not looking 
sorry at all. “My mistake.” 

Santos flashed his shield. “I think you’ve had enough, 
buddy. Take a hike.” 

The guy backed away, grinning again. “Whatever you 
say, Officer.” 

The hair on the back of Santos’s neck stood up, and he 
frowned. He swung his gaze to the bar, only to find Chop 
watching him. The hairs prickled again: Chop motioned 
him closer. 

He reached the bar. Chop had moved to the other end to 
serve a customer. Santos studied the man, his skin crawl- 
mg with distaste. He was short and heavy, with thinning 
nair, dyed an unnatural white-blond. He had perpetually 
oily slon, and had suffered a severe case of adolescent acne, 
^ evidenced by the scars that pitted his face. But it wasn’t 
ic aux s physical person, unpleasant though it was, 
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that made Santos’s flesh crawl. No, it was what showed 
from inside of the man. Chop Robichaux had the soul of a 
monster. 

As if aware of Santos’s thoughts, Chop looked over his 
shoulder and directly at Santos. He smiled thinly. A mo- 
ment later, he sauntered over. “Hello, asshole. It’s been a 
long time.” 

Santos swept bis gaze over him, disgusted, unwilling to 
play the man’s game. “You have information for me?” 

“What kind of information are you looking for?” 

“Don’t screw with me, Robichaux.” Santos narrowed his 
eyes. “You have that information or not?” 

The man smiled again, that same thin, unpleasant twist- 
ing of his lips. “Nah, I just wanted to see your pretty face 
in my place.” 

“I ought to bust your ass right now.” 

“Try it.” Chop laughed. “You’ve no grounds. I’m 
clean.” 

“When hell freezes over.” Santos swept his gaze over the 
odious little man. “Maybe I should just manufacture 
something. Anything I came up with would no doubt be 
true.” 

“You don’t have the balls.” He laughed again, the sound 
almost girlish in its glee. “You were always such a fucking 
Boy Scout. But you know what? Even Boy Scouts have 
their day. Now, get out of my place.” 

“With pleasure, Robichaux. Your place reeks.” 

Santos pushed away from the bar, a knot of unease set- 
tling in the pit of his gut, his mind clicking over the rea- 
sons Chop could have had for claiming he had information 
about the Snow White, then playing dumb when Santos 
arrived. He could have gotten last-minute cold feet. Maybe 
he couldn’t talk at that moment because the perp was close 
by. Or, he could have been, simply, messing with him. 

None of those explanations struck Santos as quite right. 
None of them lessened the knot of unease in his gut. Why 
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would Chop Robichaux call a homicide detective at home, 
on a Saturday night, to play games with his head? 

The situation stank, big time. Chop was up to 


thins, and it involved him. 

Santos made his way through the club without incident. 
He stepped out of the bar, his gaze immediately going to his 
car. Glory was just where he had left her, looking his way. 
She smiled and waved. 


^ ^Detective Santos?” 

Four men—cops, he guessed, judging from their cheap 
suits and their regulation haircuts— circled him. Santos 
eyed them warily. “That’s me.” 

One of the men held up his shield. “Lieutenant Brown, 
Internal Affairs. These are Officers Patrick, Thompson and 


White.” 

Santos met each of the officer’s openly hostile gazes in 
turn, a feeling of ah-ha sliding up his spine. So that was it; 
he’d been set up. But by who? And why? 

“What can I do for you, Lieutenant?” 

“I think you know. Detective. Up against the building.” 
Santos did as the man asked, and one of the officers. 


Patrick, he thought, frisked him, taking his service re- 
volver and badge. 

“What’s this?” Patrick pulled an envelope from his 
acket pocket and handed it to the lieutenant. 

The officer opened it, then met Santos’s eyes. “It looks 
ike about twenty-one hundred-dollar bills. Detective. 
Marked bills, if my guess is right. You want to tell me where 
this money came from?” 


“I’d love to, but I don’t know where it came from. I’ve 
never seen it before.” Heart pounding, Santos searched his 
memory. Any of a couple dozen people in that bar could 
nave plantedthat envelope, but he would lay money on the 
big guy with the bad teeth. “I’ve been set up ” 

n'2^’ • S ? I ?*fv°S er Patrick Santos’s 
gin arm, twisted it behind his back and snapped a hand- 

“rL Zn ,h' S . WnS k did ,hc same <° Ms left arm. 
i ve heard that one before. 
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Santos swore silently. “I don’t doubt you have, but this 
time it’s true.” 

“Tell it to your lawyer,” the lieutenant snapped. 
“Somebody read him his rights.” 
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T iz smiled wearily at her bartender. ‘Tm out of here, 
Darryl. You’re sure you’ve got everything under con- 

U °He grinned and Ms usually nondescript but pleasant, 
freckled face became absolutely devilish. “Got it, boss. 

“You’ re certain you know the closing procedure. If you 
have any hesitation, I’ll stay the extra hour and— 

“Get lost,” he answered, waving her toward the door. 
“You look beat.” 

“1 am.” She hoisted her tote bag to her shoulder. “Nine 
in the morning to ten at night makes for a long day ” 

“So take off.” He shook Ms head. “I’ve got everything 
covered. Besides, if anytMng comes up, I know where to 
find you.” 

After making one last, visual check of the place and 
calling goodbye to her two waitresses, Liz left the restau- 
rant and started for her car. 

She had parked it in a lot located two blocks up to Bour- 
bon, then one block over. She didn’t mind walking even, 
though she rarely left before ten-thirty. This area°o*' £ 
Quarter was heavily trafficked and she always carried 
ever-faithful can of Mace. 

Ever- faithful. Unlike Santos had been. 

Liz pushed the thought aside and drew in a deeD 
enjoying the crisp, night air. She had to eo on- X,T*‘ 
stood that. She was a survivor TV 
nights— at her restaurant wereas m2 of he? 
mg as a necesshy. The longer and harder she ““ kS'?' 
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less time she had to think about Santos; the less time she 
had to miss him, to hurt. 

Even after everything, she still loved him. 

She drew in a swift, angry breath. She wouldn’t forgive 
him for the way he had hurt her. The way he had betrayed 
her with Glory. If she knew of a way to make him pay, she 
would. 

Liz reached Bourbon Street and started across, glancing 
to her left and right, then stopped, blinking in surprise. 
Hope St. Germaine was crossing almost right in front of 
her, from the opposite side of the street. 

Liz frowned, stiffening with distaste. French Quarter 
nightlife hardly seemed like her cup of tea. Unless she was 
down here on some mission of moral mercy. That was it— 
she had probably come to the Quarter to sanctimoniously 
ruin someone’s life. 

But alone? At this time of night? 

Without pausing for second thought, Liz turned in the 
opposite direction of her car, and followed Hope St. Ger- 
maine, becoming more curious when, moments later, the 
woman ducked into Paris Nights, a strip club owned by a 
sleezebali named Chop Robichaux. Whenever the Associ- 
ation of French Quarter Merchants met, the man always 
looked her over, as if wondering what she would be worth 
on the open market. 

Liz shuddered. She had heard about his past opera- 
tions, about his run-ins with the law. And from some of the 
other business owners, she had heard stories about Robi- 
chaux that had given her nightmares. 

She shook her head, told herself that Hope's reasons for 
being in Paris Nights was none of her. business, then fol- 
lowed Glory’s mother into the club, anyway. She stopped 
just inside the door, taking a moment to adjust to the dark, 
smoky interior. When she did, Liz saw that Hope St. Ger- 
maine was at the bar, talking to Chop. But instead of turn- 
ing away, as if she’d gotten directions to a pay phone or a 
bathroom, Hope waited while the beefy club owner came 
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around the bar, and the two went toward the back of the 

club together. . , . , , , . , , 

Liz narrowed her eyes. What business could high-and- 
mighty St. Germaine have with low-down and dirty Robi - 
chaux? 

She followed them, though careful to keep her distance. 
They had slipped into a booth on the other side of the stage. 
Liz craned her neck to see around the gyrating dancers; she 
saw Hope slide what appeared to be an envelope across the 
table. 

“Hey, baby.” A man reeking of whiskey fell against her 
and grabbed her arms. “Wanna dance?” 

“No, I don’t.” Disgusted, she reeled back from the man, 
wrenching her arms free. “Excuse me.” 

She began to back out of the club, but the drunken man 
followed her. “Aw, c’mon, darlin’. I bet you can really 
shake your wild thing.” He leered. “Those girls up there 
have nothing on you.” 

They had nothing on. Period. Liz glowered at the man 
doing her best to look fierce. “I said no.” 

He made another grab for her, this time for a spot south 
of her elbow. She slapped his hand, then kicked him in the 
shin Surprised, he made a heavy sound of pain and stum- 
bled backward. 

Liz turned and ran. 
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Forty-eight hours after being arrested, Glory bailed San- 
tos out. She took him directly to the hotel; there Jackson 
waited. 

Santos didn’t waste time on pleasantries. He barreled 
into the room and across the floor, stopping to stand be- 
fore his partner. “What the hell's going on, Jackson?” 

His partner folded his hands calmly in his lap. “Seems 
Robichaux went to the district attorney, claiming you were 
shaking him down. Said you threatened to hurt him and his 
:amily if he didn’t pay.” 

“What!” Santos glowered at Jackson. “That's bull- 
hit!” 

“Hold tight, partner, there’s more.” Jackson drew what 
;ounded like a careful breath. “Chop claims you were a 
part of the busted operation six years ago. Make that the 
French Quarter Five.” 

Santos sank to a chair. The past was coming back to 
Taunt him. He remembered the suspicious glances, the 
Dpen hostility from his fellow officers. He had felt so be- 
layed by them, first when he discovered what they had 
Teen up to, the way they had bastardized their badges for 
wofit, then worst of all, when one of them had accused him 
if being a part of their operation. 

To have his integrity questioned, his honor under at- 
ack, had been the ultimate slap in the face. And now it was 
lappening again. 

Unable to sit still, Santos leaped to his feet and began to 
>ace. 
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“Chop claims you weren’t only a part of the operation, 
but that you were the leader,” Jackson continued. He 
claims that you got wind I. A. was onto you, so you let your 
fellow officers take a dive to save your own ass. Chop went 
along with you, he says, because you threatened his fam- 
ily. Of course, as he freely admits, he had nothing to lose 
since he was offered immunity from prosecution.” 

“The slimy little bastard!” Santos stopped and swung to 
face his partner. He flexed his fingers. “If I could get my 
hands on him right now, I’d wring his fat neck.” 

“What I don’t understand,” Glory said suddenly, 
speaking for the first time since arriving at the hotel, “is 
why Internal Affairs is so quick to believe a character like 
this. The man’s a criminal, for heaven’s sake.” 

Jackson smiled grimly at Glory. “It does seem ridicu- 
lous, doesn’t it? But, politically, this a bad time to look in- 
nocent. There have been so many scandals in the 
department, so many incidents involving dirty cops, the 
public’s perception is that we’re all dirty. Hell, “60 Min- 
utes” has done two unflattering exposes on the N.O.P.D., 
and Chief Pennington came into office looking for cor- 
ruption, vowing to clean up the department. It’s a witch- 
bunt atmosphere right now. Right now, as far as I.A. is 
concerned, you’re guilty until proven innocent. And they 
keep coming back to that original officer’s insistence that 
you were involved.” 


“So,” Santos said, beginning to pace again, “Robi- 
chaux goes to the district attorney with this fairy tale. They 
go to Internal Affairs with a deal. I.A. sets up a sting, 
Robtchaux tells them I’m coming by for a payment. They 

give him the marked bills, and he has them planted on me.” 
Santos stnnrwt T*l b n Ct onf? 4 a.,.. . * f ' , 


’■ 7 , 7* uuys ms story. £10 

£ L u,5 ncks Jom I.A., but all the guys. They all be 
fie’ w f,;?'t down dirt y scumbag before me. Just great.” Hi 

^ ms imgers. “Just fucking great.” 

it khK Ja f CkS0n said quiet1 ?' “ Bur to ^me 
' BcCause of your past involvement with Robi 
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chaux, because of the way you handled the original case, 
going to Chop before I. A. And you were there, in his place 
that night.” 

“Robichaux called Santos,” Glory said quickly. “He 
said he had information on the Snow White. I was there.” 

“But you weren't on the phone. So, as far as I.A.’s con- 
cerned, you weren’t there.” Jackson turned back to San- 
tos. “And you had the envelope of money. The marked 
money.” 

“Which was planted on me.” 

Jackson held up a hand. “I know that. And you know 
that—” 

“But we have to get I.A. to know that,” Glory mur- 
mured. She looked from Santos to Jackson. “But how?” 

“To learn that,” Jackson said, “we need to know why. 
Why,” he repeated calmly. “Think, Santos. You don’t 
work vice anymore. You’re not a threat to Robichaux. 
There are enough homicides in this city to keep you busy in 
your own division. Why risk everything to set you up?” 

“Money. That’s the only thing a person like Robichaux 
ares about. Somebody’s paying him to do it.” Santos 
larrowed his eyes. “But who?” 

“That, my friend, is the question of the day.” 

The hotel manager called, and Glory spoke with Mm a 
noment, then excused herself. “Duty calls,” she mur- 
nured, crossing to the door. “If you need anything, my 
secretary will have me paged.’ ’ 

Santos crossed to stand beside her. He caught her hand 
md brought it to his mouth. “Thanks,” he said quietly, 
nesting her eyes, realizing in that moment that he needed 
rer far more than was wise. “For everything.” 

She smiled and curled her fingers around his. “You're 
welcome.” 

Seconds later, the door shut behind her. Jackson whis- 
led under his breath, then looked at Santos. “That’s one 
xceptional woman. She stood by you like you wouldn’t 
>elieve. Called everybody she knew. You have any idea 
vhat you're doing with her?” 
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a t the door tmongfl 
by 


Frowning, Santos glance! oaco _ . 

which Glory had just exited. She had stoon stai^am 'j 
him, that was true, publicly challenging the cnarges^ comg 
what she could to help. Tee night of the a^=sg sue nan 
called Jackson, then had contacted a top detense lawyer; 
when bail had finally been set, she nan arranged for it ana 
this meeting with his partner. 

And yet, through it all, he had wondered why -he was 
doing it. He had v/ondered when the ax would fall. And 
right now, he felt like a class-A piece of shit because of it. 

“Do I know what I’m doing?” he repeated softly. 
“When it comes to Glory, hell, no, 1 never have/ 5 
Jackson nodded. “That’s what I thought. Figure it out. 
Or you’ll fuck up. Again.” 

“Meaning?” 

“Liz” 

Santos looked away, then back at his partner. “I didn’t 
love her, man. It just v/asn’t there.” 

“And it’s there with Glory?” 

Was it? He had thought he loved her once, but that had 
been a long time ago. Back when he had still believed the 
world was made up of shades of gray. 

Santos made a sound of frustration. “What’s the fasci- 
nation with my love life? We don’t have enough to think 
about?” 


Jackson laughed, then sobered. “Our reluctant witness 
was in.” 

“Tina?” 

“The very one.” Jackson steepled his fingers. “She says 
she’s being followed. Stalked by the Snow White Killer.” 

Santos searched his friend’s expression, frowning. “But 
you don’t believe her?” 

“She doesn’t fit the profile. She’s too old. Her hair and 
eyes are wrong.” Jackson shook his head. “She seemed 
genuinely scared, though. But 1 also think the woman’s got 
snakes in her head.” b 
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“Probably a case of the power of suggestion causing a 
runaway imagination.” Santos nibbed his index finger 
along the side of his nose. “You checked it out, anyway?” 

“Of course. I also attempted to get her to talk, but that 
was another no-go.” 

“Big surprise.” 

“There’s another reason I didn’t put much stock in her 
claim of being stalked by the Snow White.” 

At his partner’s tone, Santos braced himself. He had a 
feeling this was going to be his least favorite news on a day 
already filled with bad headlines. “Spit it out.” 

“We found another body. In Baton Rouge.” 

“Baton Rouge!” Santos jumped to his feet, fury and 
impotence raging inside him. “He’s getting away. The son 
of a bitch is walking!” 

“We don’t know that. He could have been—” 

“Give me a break, Jackson! You know as well as I do 
that he’s out of here.” Santos flexed his fingers. “This guy 
doesn’t stray. He picks a place he likes, a place be feels safe. 
And he stays until it gets too hot for him. Then he moves 
a.” 

His partner didn’t argue, because he couldn’t. After a 
ioment, Jackson cleared his throat. “I’m heading over 
lere, to see what they’ve got and to confirm it’s the real 
jal and not a copycat.” 

“The palms— ” 

“Marked with the cross.” 

“Dammit! This is my guy, Jackson. I’m coming with 

3U.” 

“Right. Then we’d both be off the case.” Jackson stood. 

I don’t think so, buddy. If the captain found out I was 
^en talking to you, my ass would be in a big-time sling.” 
“This is such a bunch of crap.” Santos scowled. “What 
n I supposed to do? Sit on my hands and wait around 
hile our guy gets away? ’ ’ 

“Basically.” 

“Screw you.” 
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Jackson laughed and thumped Santos on the shoulder. 
“We’ll get you out of this. Somehow, we’E get the proof we 
need to get you off.” 

For a moment, Santos said nothing, then he met his 
friend's eyes. “But what if we don't? Forget jail for a mo- 
ment, I could lose my badge, Jackson. What would I do 
then? I'm a cop, it’s who I am.” 

Jackson squeezed Santos’s shoulder and nodded. “I 
know. But we’ll get you off. Somehow, we’ll find out who 
did this to you and we’ll fry their ass. All you’ve got to do 
is hold tight.” 




Santos was not about to sit on his bands and wait-not for 
the Snow White Killer to completely shp through his fin- 
gers, or for somebody else to save his butt. H 
to find Robichaux and beat the tnith out of him buthg 
ured that, despite how satisfying the act would be, it real y 

W< His other^optio^was Tina . What if she really washing 
stalked by the Snow White? Maybe tins guy knew she had 
seen hint Maybe he wanted to tie up loose ends before 
blowing town. Tina had been standing near her friend btl 
lie when she had gotten that last date. Tina had seen the guy 
clearly. It only followed that he had seen her, too. //m 
John was the Snow White, he would consider Tina a threat. 

Santos waited until dark to head for the Quarter . 
cruised the streets and clubs, checking the places hookas 
frequented most. All with no sign of Tina. After a P 
of hours, he began to wonder if she had been scared enougn 
to skip town, or at the least to lie low for a while. 

He rejected the latter. To make any kind of money, 
working girls needed to be on the street, all the time, mo 
of them worked sick, they worked if their kids were sic , 
they worked if it was broiling hot or freezing cold. 

No, if Tina was in town, she was on the street. He wou 

keep looking. . . . , r f t. e 

After another couple hours, his diligence paid • 
caught sight of her, coming out of, ironically, Club b y. 
drew his car to the curb alongside of her and rolled d 
the window. “Tina.” 
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She turned toward him, her come-hither smile twisting 
into a scowl when she saw it was him. “Get lost.” 

She started walking again, and he inched the car for- 
ward. “I’m notgetiing lost, so you might as well talk to me 
now. It’ll save us both a lot of time and hassle.” 

She swore loudly, stopped and sauntered over, “Whatk> 
up, honey? You need a date?” 

“We need to talk.” 


“Really?” She rested her forearms on the open window 
and bent her head toward his. She wetted her lips, “Talk 
about what? The condition of your dick?” 

He smelled booze on her breath, strong and sickly sweet. 
It wasn’t surprising, a lot of the girls had booze and dope 
habits. In their line of work, numbing their bodies and 
brains was not a negative. 

Unfortunately, it kept a lot of them in the business, it 
burned them out and used them up and kept them chained 
to their backs. 



now 1 

blame for her 

been able to help her. 

But still, he felt, somehow, responsible. 

Don t be cute, Tina. I want to talk to you about the 

Snow White Killer.” 

“R *?“ po * ice business?” She arched her eyebrows, 
ut, Sugar, I heard you weren’t a cop anymore,” 

Santos gritted his teeth at her barb, but didn’t bite, 
“So'>” CSOn me ^ 0U st0 ?P e< ^ by headquarters,” 


So, he said you were scared. He said you thought you 
were being stalked by the Snow White." 

dAB nar rflU/Prl llOr ^ t , 



She turned and walked away. Swearing* • 
open his car door, hopped out and went nflur in ■* ■ 
to help you, Tina.” 
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She kept walking, just lifted her right hand into the air 
and flipped him off. 

“Pm sorry I didn’t come back for you,” he called. “Let 
me help you now." 

She stopped, but didn’t look back at him. “You don’t 
want to help me,” she murmured, her voice thick. “You 
only want to help yourself." She cleared her throat. “You 
only want to get this guy, you don’t give a shit about me or 
any of the other girls who are in danger. We’re just hook- 
ers." 

He took another step forward, hand out. “That’s not 
true, Tina. I swear to you, I do care." 

She looked over her shoulder then, meeting his eyes. 
Hers were soft with hurt, bright with unshed tears. “If you 
had cared, you would have come back for me." 

“I . . . couldn’t. But Pm here now. I believe this sick bas- 
tard really might be following you. He thinks you’re a loose 
end, Tina. A threat to him. If he does think that, he’s go- 
ing to kill you.” The blood drained from her face. Santos 
closed his hand over her arm. “Unless we can get him 
first.” 

She stared at him, fear naked in her eyes. He tightened 
his fingers. “Help me, Tina. Help yourself." 

For one brief moment, he thought she would acquiesce. 
Then the fear in her eyes became fury. She reeled away 
from him, wrenching her arm from his grasp. 

“Just leave me alone! I don’t know anything.” 

“Tina—" He made another grab for her; she swung at 
him with her purse, catching him in the shoulder. The purse 
flew open and its contents spilled across the sidewalk. She 
made a sound of frustration, bent and began retrieving ber 
things. 

He squatted beside her to help. There wasn’t much-a 
pack of cigarettes, a half-dozen books of matches, a wad 
of crumpled bills, a handful of condoms. 

She began scooping up the foil packets. “Go away.’’ 
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“It’s not going to happen, Tina. Until you talk, I’m go- 
ing to stick to you like white on rice. Why not make it easy 
on the both of—” 

She reached to collect the last packet, and her necklace 
slipped out from beneath her shirt and fell away from her 
body. 

It was a cross. Small, plain, cheap. It looked like a dozen 
others he had in his office desk drawer. 

He covered her hand. “Where did you get that?” 

She yanked her hand away and stuffed the foil packets 
into her purse. “They’re rubbers, Officer. One hundred 
percent latex. A hooker’s best friend, don’t you know? Me 
and the rest of the girls, we buy ’em by the gross at the 
Comer Drugstore.” She pointed. “It’s down that way, if 
you’re interested.” 

“Not that.” He reached out and hooked his fingers 
around the necklace. “This.” 

“Hey! Hands off!” 

She jerked backward, but he closed his fist around the 
cross and held tight. “Where did you get it, Tina?” 

“A graduation gift,” she said sarcastically. “From my 
adoring mother and stepfather. Remember? I told you 
about them. He was a pig, just like you.” 

He curled his f ingem around the flimsy chain. “Stop the 
bullshit, Tina! Where did you get it?” 

‘A friend who wants to save my eternal soul. All right? 
Now, fuck off!” 

Her eternal soul. A chill ran up his spine. Tina knew the 
h e was certain of it. He pulled her a fraction closer. 
Who is this friend?” 

“You’re the detective. Figure it out.” 

Santos yanked the crucifix off her. She gasped and fell 
backward, landing on her backside on the sidewalk. 
^Dammit, Tina. Do you want to die? It could save your 

He muttered an oath. “I didn’t come back for you be- 
cause : my mother was killed that night. Butchered, like your 
tnend Billie. I didn’t come back for you because I didn’t 
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Tina had gotten the crucifix from a bible thumper in the 
Quarter, a guy who owned a small religious-supplies store 
on Dauphine. He was a nice guy, she had said. A bit of a 
fanatic, but nice. He liked all the working girls, was al- 
ways preaching to them about good and evil, always quot- 
ing the scripture and trying to get them to change their 
wicked ways. 

No way was he the guy, she had said. No possible way. 

Santos thought otherwise. So did Jackson. 

Obviously excited, Jackson told him to hang tight, that 
he would get back with him as soon as he could. 

The waiting was hell. Santos paced, cursing Chop Robi- 
chaux and whoever else had set him up. He wanted to be 
with Jackson and the others. He svanted to be in that 
scumbag’s apartment, he wanted to cuff him and bring him 
in. 

Dammit, he wanted to be doing his job. 

And he wanted this guy to be the one who had done his 
mother. He wanted to know; and he wanted the son of a 
bitch to fry. 

Jackson called him the minute he got back to headquar- 
ters. It looked as if he was their guy, he said. They found all 
sorts of stuff in his store and apartment; more of the 
crosses, newspaper articles about the Snow White. He even 
had pictures of a couple of the dead girls. 

The only thing they didn’t have, Jackson said, was the 
guy himself. He traveled, his landlady said. He was some- 
times gone a week, but never more. She didn’t know v, 
he had gone this time. 
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“Is he old enough?” Santos asked tightly, gripping the 
receiver so hard his fingers went numb. “Could he be the 
one who—” Santos’s throat closed over the words and he 
struggled to clear it, realizing just how much he had hoped 
and prayed for this moment. And how much he feared it. 

He had to know. 

“Could he be the one who killed my mother?” 

For one, agonizing moment, his partner said nothing. 
Santos’s stomach did a nosedive. “Jackson?” 

“He could be,” he said finally. “He’s old enough. He’s 
been in and out of the Quarter for years. He fre- 
quents. . .hookers.” 

Santos let his breath out in a rush, his knees going weak. 
It could be the guy. It could be him. 

“Santos, buddy, don’t lose it here. Just because maybe 
it could be the same guy, sure as hell doesn't mean it is. ft's 
probably not.” 

“I know. But for now . . . hell, Jackson. For now, maybe 
is enough.” 
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6 £ Hello, Liz.” 

Liz looked up from her employee time cards, lined up on 
the bar in front of her. “Jackson,” she said, smiling, gen- 
uinely pleased to see him. “What brings you in?” 

He grinned. “I was craving one of your tofu sesame sal- 
ads.” 

“Just what I love to hear from a customer.” She slid off 
the bar stool. ‘Til show you to a table. Are you alone to- 
day?” 

“Yup. Just little old me.” 

She laughed and shook her head. “Even your pinky is 
big, Jackson. What were you, thirty-eight inches at birth?” 

“Forty-eight.” 

She laughed again and stopped beside a window table 
with a good view of the street. “How’s this?” 

“Perfect.” He took one of the chairs and motioned to- 
ward another. “Can you join me?” 

She glanced back at the bar, and the stack of time cards. 
She had to finish them tonight for payroll tomorrow. “Just 
for a minute.” She grimaced and took the seat across from 
him. “The paperwork never ends. It’s my least favorite part 
of the business.” 

“That’s the thing about life,” he murmured as the wait- 
ress approached with the menu. “You’ve got to take the 
good with the bad. I mean, look at me. I love police work. 
It’s the criminals I can’t stand.” 

Liz laughed. “I suppose, compared to criminals, my time 
cards aren’t so bad.” 
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Jackson didn’t even glance at the menu. He ordered the 
salad and a glass of herbal ice tea, then turned back to Liz. 
“How are things?" 

“Great,” she said quickly. Too quickly, she realized. And 
too brightly. Heat stung her cheeks and she cleared her 
throat, embarrassed. “I hear you got the Snow White 
Killer.” 

“We have a suspect.” 

She drew her eyebrows together. “You don’t sound con- 
vinced he’s the one.” 

“Don’t I?” Jackson shrugged. “I’m not like my hot- 
headed partner. I always reserve judgment until we’ve got 
all the evidence and the guy’s under arrest.” 

At the mention of Santos, a lump formed in her throat. 
“How is Santos?” 

“If you’ve seen the paper, you know.” 

She caught her bottom lip between her teeth, fighting 
back the feeling of guilt that welled up inside her. She re- 
minded herself that she hated him. She reminded herself 
that he could bum at the stake in Jackson Square, for all 
she cared. She only wished Glory could bum with him. 

“Liz? Is something wrong?” 

“Nothing.” She shook her head. “No.” 

Jackson narrowed his eyes, studying her, and heat stung 
her cheeks again. But this time, guilty heat. She shifted her 
gaze. “Is it. . . as bad for Santos as I’ve heard. I mean, is 
there a chance he’ll . . . you know.” 

“Get off? Be proven innocent, which he is? I sure as hell 
hope so.” Jackson’s mouth thinned. “Somebody’s setting 
him up. Somebody besides Chop Robichaux.” 

“Besides Robichaux?” she repeated, her voice high. 
“But who?” 

“If we knew that, we could do something. As it stands, 
Santos is screwed.” Jackson looked at her sharply. “You 
don’t have any. . . information about this, do you, Liz?” 

“Information? Me?” She shook her head, tom, her 
conscience tugging at her. “Why should I?” She jumped to 
her feet and forced an easy smile, knowing she was acting 
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juiity as sin. “Here comes your salad, I guess I’d better get 
jack to that nasty paperwork.” 

She turned and started , toward the bar, stopping when 
Fackson called her name. She glanced over her shoulder, 
meeting his gaze, though with difficulty. 

“He didn’t mean to hurt you, Liz. He’s a good man. And 
he’s a . . . he’s a great cop.” 

Tears swamped her, and without another word, she 
turned and walked back to the bar. But once there, she 
couldn’t focus on her calculations. She couldn’t stop 
thinking about having seen Hope St. Germaine in the 
Quarter the other night, about having seen her talking with 
Chop Robichaux. 

And she couldn’t stop thinking about Santos. 

As if her thoughts had conjured him, he walked into the 
restaurant. Her heart pounded and for one breathless mo- 
ment she thought that maybe, just maybe, he had come for 
her. 

Of course, he hadn’t. He had come to see Jackson; and 
he looked extremely uncomfortable to be here. 

He should, she thought, angry. He should feel like a to- 
tal shit. 

She glanced at him again, from the comers of her eyes. 
She saw him glance her way, grimace, then motion to the 
door. Jackson shook his head, and motioned to the chair 
across from his. Looking like a sentenced man, Santos slid 
into it. 

A lump of emotion formed in her throat, almost suffo- 
cating her. It hurt to look at him. It hurt to want some- 
thing so much, and to know she would never have it. 

Why couldn’t it have worked out between them? Why 
couldn’t he have loved her? It would have made up for the 
past, for losing her shining future, a hundredfold. It would 
have made up for Glory. 

For several minutes, she fiddled with the time cards, ac- 
knowledging that she would have to redo them, unable to 
focus on anything but Santos. She sneaked another peek at 
him, studying him for a moment, then averting her eyes. 
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He looked bad, she realized. Drawn and tired. Some- 
thing in his expression made him look like a lost little boy. 
The way he must have looked all those years ago, after his 
mother’s murder, when he’d had no one. 

He had recently lost Lily. Now he had lost his job. 

Liz swallowed hard, feeling like a heel. In a way, once 
again, he was that lost and alone little boy. He had no one, 
nothing, he could call his own. 

Santos loved his job, he loved being a cop. And he was a 
good one. One of the best. She couldn’t hurt him this way, 
no matter how badly he had hurt her. It was wrong. It was 
hateful. 

And, in the long run, it would probably hurt her more 
than him. 

She stood and nervously smoothed her hands over her 
skirt. Having seen Hope St. Germaine and Chop Robi- 
chaux talking together might have been a coincidence and 
have nothing to do with Santos. It probably was. But at 
least her conscience would be clear. 

Taking a deep breath, she crossed to their table. They 
both looked up. She clasped her hands in front of her. 
“Hello, Santos.” 

He searched her gaze. “Hello, Liz.” 

He looked as if he was in agony. He hated having hurt 
her, she realized. He hadn’t done it deliberately. The regret 
in his eyes was real; the sorrow there was true. 

“If you want me to leave,” he said softly, “I will.” 

“No, I—” she drew in another deep breath “—I need to 
speak to you.” She shifted her gaze to Jackson. “To both 
of you. May I sit down?” 

They nodded. She took a seat and without preamble, 
launched into her story. A couple minutes later, Jackson 
leaned back in his chair and whistled. “Holy bad-apple, 
Batman.” 

Santos shook his head, his expression stunned. “I told 
myself she couldn’t be involved. Even though my gut told 
me otherwise, even though I kept coming back to her, to the 
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venom in her eyes and voice the last time I saw her. But I 
thought I was crazy. I told myself it . . . couldn’t be.” 

“But Chop Robichaux? You can’t get much lower than 
that dude. So how—” 

“Did she hook up with him?” Santos leaned forward in 
his seat, obviously excited. “You can’t just open the Yel- 
low Pages and find a listing for Scumbags ‘R’ Us.” 

“And Robichaux wouldn’t risk everything for just any- 
body.” 

“He would for the right amount of money. I know this 
S.O.B. He’d do anything for money.” 

“But how much would it take for him to do this?” 
Jackson steepled his fingers. “What do you think? Where 
do we go from here?” 

“We get proof. We get something that ties the two of 
them together. We find out what was in that enve- 
lope.” 

Liz watched them, listening, feeling like a third wheel. 
Like the outsider, the kid who hadn’t been picked to play 
ball. She was no longer a part of this team. She was no 
longer needed or wanted here. 

Tears burned the backs of her eyes. She cleared her 
throat and stood. “I’ll leave you two to... talk. I just 
wanted—” She bit back the words, struggling with the 
tears, vowing that she would not shame herself by cry- 
ing. 

Santos stood, too, his expression grateful. “Liz, I don’t 
know how to thank you. I don’t know what I would have 
done if—’’ 

‘ Forget it.” She smoothed her hands over her skirt 
again. “Really.” 

But I don’t want to forget it. I owe you for this, Liz. Big 
time.” 

She folded her arms across her middle and shook her 
head. No, Santos. You don’t. I didn’t do this because 
I ... forgive you. I didn’t do it to help you or because I 
still . . . love you.” Her voice thickened, and she cleared it. 
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“I did it because it was the right thing to do. Because you’re 
a great cop. And because I couldn’t have lived with myself 
if I hadn’t.” 

Santos caught her hand. He squeezed her fingers. 
“Whatever your reasons, thank you, Liz. You just saved 
my life.” 
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“Well, Mr. Michaels,” Glory said, closing her office 
door and motioning to the sofa grouping to her right, 
“what did you think?” 

The man smiled, crossed to the sofa and sat down. 
“Please, call me Jonathan.” 

She sank onto the chair across from him. "Only if you 
call me Glory 

“Done.” He smiled again. “It’s a beautiful property. 
Glory. You’ve taken excellent care of it.” 

“Thank you.” She folded her hands in her lap, hating 
that they shook. “I love the St. Charles. It’s been in my 
family for a long time. In fact, the St. Charles is like a 
member of the family.” 

She hesitated, torn by what she was doing. A part of her 
felt as if even talking to an investor like Jonathan Mi- 
chaels was letting her father down, another part knew that 
times had changed and that she— and the St. Charles— had 
to change with them. 

“I’m sure,” she continued, meeting his gaze once more, 
“that sounds rather silly to a no-nonsense businessman 
such as yourself.” 


Actually, it doesn’t ” He placed his hands on his knees 



Why are you interested in selling this time?’ 

‘ Tm n ? 1 ‘^erested in selling,” she corrected quickly. 
But, as 1 explained to your associate, I am considering 
taking on a partner.” 
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He inclined his head, a smile tugging at his mouth. 
“Poor word choice. You indicated you would part with 
twenty-percent ownership?” 

“And no more. That’s nonnegotiable.” Glory tightened 
her fingers in her lap. “I'm also quite interested in your 
management service. You have an excellent reputation, as 
I’m sure you know.” 

He smiled, indicating that he did. “May I ask, why a 
partner now?” 

“Due to forces beyond my control, the hotel is much less 
profitable than it once was.” 

“The location.” 

“Is the biggest reason, yes. The next is the proliferation 
of new hotels in and around the city.” She drew in a deep, 
careful breath. She knew these words, these reasons, by 
heart. She had played them all over in her head many times. 
“If I can’t get occupancy up, eventually I will be unable to 
maintain the hotel, either its standards or the facility.” 

“You can lower the room rate.” 

“I have. Considerably, over the years. But occupancy is 
still down, and I’m getting less for the rooms. Standards 
will fall. I don’t want that to happen.” 

“I can understand that. In my opinion, it would be a 
tragedy. There are few enough grand old places like this 
left.” He searched her expression, his gaze, she suspected, 
missing nothing. “Are those your only reasons. Glory?” 

“No.” She stood and went to the window that over- 
looked St. Charles Avenue. As she gazed down, a streetcar 
rumbled past. “As you know, running a hotel is a full-time 
responsibility.” 

“Full-time plus about forty hours.” 

“You’ve got that right.” She shifted her gaze to his. 
“And there’s another venture I want to get involved in. 
Another, much smaller property that has a lot of poten- 
tial.” 

He arched an eyebrow. “From the look in your eyes, this 
property is special.” 
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She smiled. “Very. But it will take a tremendous amount 
of my time. And a great deal of capital to get off the 

ground.” . , . 

“Any chance you’re looking for a partner m that ven- 


She laughed again, liking this man. “It wouldn’t be your 
cup of tea, believe me. But I’m every bit committed to it as 
to the St. Charles.” At his expression, she added, “It’s also 
a family property. My mother’s family.” 

She crossed to her desk and rested on its edge, facing 
him. “We’ve talked about me and my reasons for wanting 
a partner. What about you, Jonathan? I know you’ve done 
your research. You haven’t built your business to its pres- 
ent state by being uninformed. Knowing what you do about 
the St. Charles, why are you interested in part owner- 
ship?” 

“That’s easy.” He lifted his hands palms up. “Because 
the St. Charles is a gem. Because it’s a perfect complement 
to my other hotels. And because I believe this area of New 
Orleans will turn around. Eventually. I also believe that if 
given a choice, affluent, cosmopolitan visitors would pre- 
fer to stay in a grand old New Orleans hotel than in one of 
the large, slick chain hotels.” 

He laced his fingers together. “Advertising this beauti- 
ful hotel is key, getting the word out about what a rare and 
special experience staying at the St. Charles would be. 
Travel agents need to know about the St. Charles, we need 
to be hooked in with tour companies, both in the U.S. and 
abroad. My management company has had incredible suc- 
cess with European wholesalers. You’ll see occupancy back 
at ninety percent within six months.” 

She worked to conceal her excitement. Except during 
Mardi Gras, the St. Charles hadn’t been at ninety percent 
since before her father’s death. “That’s a big claim, Jona- 
than.” 


He met her gaze evenly. “I’ve done it before.” 

He had. She, too, had done her homework. Jonathai 
Michaels had a sterling reputation in the industry. He wa 
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financially sound, had a history of success and was con- 
sidered both wily and honest. The year before, he had been 
named Hotelier of the Year by Hotel magazine. 

He stood and crossed to the picture window behind her 
desk, occupying the spot she had occupied only moments 
before. He, too, gazed down at the avenue. “I’m also 
looking at buying several commercial properties around the 
hotel.” 

Glory arched her eyebrows. “That would be a tremen- 
dous investment of capital in an area most consider dead.” 

“I have the capital. And I love this city. I believe in it.” 
He folded his arms across his chest. “You know I’m a na- 
tive New Orleanian?” 

She nodded. “Your father worked for a time at the St. 
Charles.” 

“As a bellman.” Jonathan laughed and shook his head. 
“I remember coming to see him here, with my mother. I 
was awestruck.” 

She laughed. “Sometimes I still am.” 

“I met your father that day. He was very kind to us. 
Later, I knew him through business.” 

Glory swept her gaze over him. Jonathan Michaels 
looked to be in his mid-to-late-forties. Her father would 
have been sixty-four this year. “Did you?” 

“I was just starting out in the business. He was very 
highly thought of in the industry. He impressed the heck 
out of me, that’s for sure.” 

Her lips lifted. “He did me, too. Thank you.” She 
checked her watch. “I know you have a plane to catch, 1 
won’t keep you any longer.” 

He nodded and they started for the door. “Wbat do you 
think?” he asked. “Interested?” 

“Very. I have to talk to my business advisors. My law- 
yer and the hotel accountant. And my mother. As you 
probably know, she owns fifty percent of the hotel,” 

“Do you think she’ll be receptive to discussion?” 

Glory held the door open for him, then they walked to- 
ward the elevators. “She’s not as attached to the hotel as 1 



Forbidden Fruit ^ 

am. But she enjoys the perks. And the prestige of owning 

it.” „ 

“Many of those details can be worked ont at the table’ 

They reached the elevator, and Glory summoned one, 

inclining her head, “I’ll call you.” 

“You do that. An association between our hotels would 
be profitable for us both. And good for the St. Charles. 

“If 1 didn’t believe that, I wouldn’t have agreed to meet 
with you in the first place. I’ll call you,” she said again. 
“Either way.” 

After she had walked him to the elevator, Glory re- 
turned to her office. She stood at the door and gazed at her 
father’s desk, the window and view beyond, a feeling of 
both sadness and hopefulness moving over her. 

Her father would not have wanted the hotel to fall. He 
would not have allowed it to fall into disrepair. And he 
would have liked Jonathan Michaels— everything about 
him, from his reputation in the industry to the fact he was 
a New Orleans native. 

But her mother would not like him. She would not think 
him “good enough” to be in partnership with. She would 
not want to give up any of her status, nor would she agree 
to anything she feared would cause talk. 

Her mother would not readily— if ever — agree to this 
deal. 

abouuh* Wasn,t sure w bat she was going to do 
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If bis memory was correct, the place had been closed for 
less than seventy-two hours after the bust. 

Life went on. The department had neither the funding 
nor staff to act on every infraction of the law, especially 
when it came to consensual sex between adults— even dan- 


gerous, twisted sex. 

Everybody had to have a hobby. 

Santos scanned the room. It was elegant and lovely, m a 
classy old-world kind of way, not at all the interior one 
would expect of a club that catered to the beat-me, whip-me 
crowd. But the Rack’s clientele hailed from the upper crust: 
they were accustomed to the best and settled for no less, 
even in their sadomasochistic social clubs. Besides, if a cli- 
ent desired the more traditional, Bela Lugosi chamber-of- 
horrors stuff, it could be found in the private party rooms 


upstairs and in back. 

Santos moved farther into the club, working his way 
through a crowd peppered with an unhealthy amount of 
black leather, spiked body adornments and chains. He 
paused to let a man leading his “friend” around by collar 
and leash pass; at the bar, a woman wearing five-inch spike- 
heel boots, was using her companion’s naked back as a 
footrest. Santos winced as he saw her shift her weight and 
lean forward, as he saw the spike dig into the man’s flesh. 

Mixed into the flamboyant expression of personal pref- 
erences were people who looked as everyday, as straight- 
laced and conservative as every other banker, accountant 
or lawyer Santos saw on a daily basis in the central busi- 
ness district. 


No Hope St. Germaine. 

She had gone to a private party. Santos swore and 
glanced around again. Gaining entry to one of the private 

nmeTv I°i! ld /^ uire an of G od or the law; unfortu- 
aCC f V° A £U ^f r at the moment - Now what? 
ud A taU strongly built woman sidled 

f‘°™' sapped a hand through his arm, her Ions 

am d “ r Yhu f ln eraailS CUrHn , g su g8 es dvely into his fori 
You dell venng tonight?” she asked in a husky fal- 
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setto. “You look like just the kind of man who could make 
me scream.’*' 

Santos met her— or depending on perspective, his— 
heavily made-up eyes. He recognized Sam/Samantha frorr 
previous times their paths had crossed. A regular to thk 
kind of scene, Sam was a gump, a male prostitute whe 
dressed like a female. 

And there was a good chance she could help him. 

Santos smiled. “Hello, Samantha. What’s a nice girl like 
you doing in a place like this?” 

Her eyes widened in recognition, and she tried to pul] 
away. He covered her hand with his, and held her where she 
was. “You’re not going to go and make a scene, are you, 
Samantha? I’d really hate that.” 

She shook her head. “I’m not doing anything. C’mon, 
Detective. I was just having a little fun with you, that’s all.” 

“Fun? That’s right, that’s what you call this.” He tight- 
ened his grip on her hand. “Come with me, Samantha, we 
need to have a little chat.” 

He led her to a secluded comer of the club, positioning 
himself with his back to the wall, so he would have a clear 
view of the place. “I need to know what’s happening to- 
night.” 

Samantha shook her head again, beginning to tremble. 
“I told you. Detective. Nothing’s going on.” 

/ “Private parties, Sam. I need to know who’s partying 
tonight.” 

Samantha smoothed a hand over her black satin gown. 
Cut into two separate pieces, it was held together at the 
sides by silver chains. “I don’t know anything. Really.” 

Santos saw that her hand was shaking. “Nervous about 
something, Sam?” 

“Not at all.” 

“You’re shaking like a leaf. Like you’re guilty of some- 
thing.” Santos leaned closer. “You know, I could bust you 
for about half a dozen different things right now. You never 
have liked jail much, have you, Samantha? The other boys 
just don’t play nice, do they?” 
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She paled. “You’re killing me. Detective Santos. If any- 
one found out that I’d told you something. I’d be—” 

“I’m looking for a middle-aged woman. A real society 
broad. Lots of money and attitude.” 

Samantha bit her lip, glancing nervously to her right, 
then left. 

“You know who I’m talking about?” Santos looked into 
her eyes. “I’ll owe you one, Sam. This is important. It’s 
personal.” 

For a moment, Samantha said nothing, then she nod- 
ded and leaned a fraction closer. “I know who you’re talk- 
ing about.” She lowered her voice. “She’s a real bitch, too. 
She hurt a friend of mine pretty bad. He was in the hospi- 
tal a week.” 

Santos’s heart began to thunder. He had her. “What 
else?” 

“She likes her guys young and real macho.” Sam sniffed, 
put out. “There’s no accounting for some people’s taste.” 
“She’s in there now?” 

Samantha wetted her lips and nodded. “Came in a little 
bit ago. Never speaks to anyone, never looks at anybody, 
like she’s too good for the rest of us.” 

“So, she comes in,” Santos urged, impatient. “Then 
what?” 

“The games begin, obviously. She goes straight up- 
stairs. I hear she calls herself Violet.” 

She had given herself a flower name. Just like all the 
other Pierron women. “Chop sets her up?” 

Samantha s expression cooled. “I wouldn’t know about 
that. 


“Bullshit.” Santos caught her hand, holding it so tightly 
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Seven hours later, Santos and Jackson pulled up in front 
of Chop Robichaux’s club on Bourbon. Not even 10:00 
a.m., the street was nearly deserted. They had it on good 
authority that they would find Chop there, all but alone. 
Just the way they wanted him. The game they were about 
to play was far enough outside the law, they didn’t want any 
witnesses. 

Jackson turned to Santos. “We’re clear on our plan?” 
“Yeah. We go in and convince him that Queen St. Ger- 
maine turned over on him. We convince him that he’s go- 
ing to fry because of it.” 

“Piece of cake.” Jackson smiled grimly. “We appeal to 
his immoral, paranoiac, criminal side.” 

Santos glanced at the club’s entrance, unsettled. He and 
Jackson had performed these dog and pony shows before. 
Hundreds of times. But he had never had so much resting 
on the outcome of one. This time, it was his life on the line. 

He looked back at his friend. “This might not work. He 
might catch on. He might not cave.” 

“It will work.” Jackson set his mouth in a tight line. 
“Trust me, partner, when we comer him, he’ll squeal like 
a New Year’s pig. And if he doesn’t. I’ll beat the truth out 
of him.” 

“That’s my line,” Santos muttered, attempting humor. 
“Next thing! know, you’ll be ordering steak.” 

“The big cut, bloody rare.” 

mil 3 ? 105 !au § hed > &e sound rang hollow to him. 

Weve got the basics. We know about the money. We 
know she met with him, we know she passed him an enve- 
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lope. We know about her. . .extracurricular activities. A1 
we do is act and fill in the blanks. Fudge a little. We do i 
all the time.” 

“And damn well, I might add.” 

“I wish we had more,” Santos said. “I wish this visit wa* 
one by the books.” He narrowed his eyes. “Funny thing, 
filling in the blanks isn’t nearly so appealing when it’s mj 
ass on the line.” 

“No joke.” Jackson made a sound of frustration, 
“These piece-of-shit scumbags are not going to take yoi 
down. We’re not going to let it happen.” 

“Let’s do it then.” 

They climbed out of the car, crossed to the club’s en- 
trance and let themselves in. Chop sat at the bar, eating a 
plate of something and smoking. Above the bar, the tele- 
vision blared cartoons— Wile E. Coyote was in hot pursuit 
of the Roadrunner. 

“Bar’s closed,” Chop called, his mouth full, not turn- 
ing. “Come back at eleven.” 

“Afraid that won’t be possible,” Santos said, saunter- 
ing across to the bar. “We’ve got business that needs at- 
tending now.” 

Chop swiveled to look at them, cursed, then returned to 
his breakfast. “Pigs. What next?” 

“What, indeed?” Jackson went to Chop’s left. He eyed 
the plate of food. “Nobody’s given you the bad news about 
animal fat, have they?” 

“Fuck off.” 

Santos laughed and leaned on the bar to Chop’s right. He 
met Jackson’s eyes. “Somebody woke up on the wrong side 
of the bed this morning.” 

Chop narrowed his eyes on Santos, and shoveled in an- 
other forkful of food. Some of the gooey yellow egg yolk 
dribbled onto his chin. “You can’t be here bn police busi- 
ness. You’re not a cop anymore.” 

“That so?” Santos took out his shield, or what he hoped 
would pass lot his shield, and flashed it for Chop’s inspec- 
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tion. “Funny how things can change overnight Informa- 
tion comes to light, and boom, it’s a brand-new day. 

Chop looked more amused than nervous. Who s your 

' “Detective Jackson.” Jackson flashed his shield, then 
pocketed it. “We wanted to talk to you about an interest- 
ing chat we had with one of your friends. 5 5 

“A friend of mine?” Chop laughed. “I didn’t know I 


had any.” . , 

“Her name’s Hope St. Germaine. Sometimes calls her- 
self Violet. Ringing any bells?” 

Chop’s smile faded, and he pushed his plate away. 
“Nope. Maybe you should refresh my memory.” 

“Glad to.” Santos picked up Chop’s cigarette lighter, 
weighing it in his palm. “Heavy. Must be gold.” He flipped 
it open, struck the wheel, then snapped the lid shut, extin- 
guishing the flame. “How much does a lighter like this cost, 
Chop?” Santos arched his eyebrows in question. “Not 
twenty-five thousand dollars? Surely not that much. What 
do you think, Jackson?” 

He tossed the lighter, Jackson caught it, then weighed it 
in his hand. “I’ll bet twenty-five thousand dollars could 
buy quite a number of these. A suitcase full, even.” 

Chop snatched the lighter from Jackson, then dropped 
it into his shirt pocket. “You have a point here?” 

“Yeah, we have a point.” Santos leaned toward the man, 
pinning him with his gaze. “This friend of yours, this Hope 
St. Germaine, she says you blackmailed her. Says you 
threatened to expose her. . .sexual preferences. Claims she 
overheard you plotting how to set me up. She’ll testify, too. 
She doesn’t want her high-society ass going to jail.” 

Santos smiled thinly and poked his index finger into 
Chop’s fleshy chest. “And we get you, my friend. We get 
you for conspiracy and blackmail. Tasty, yes?” 

Ch°p yawned and knocked Santos’s hand away. 
• “ u hshit. You’ve got nothing.” 

“We’ve got all we need.” 
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“Right.” Chop chuckled and pushed away from the bar. 
“I think I’m going to give my friendly D.A. a call. He’s 
going to find this incident most . . . interesting.” 

Jackson caught the man’s arm. “I don’t think you want 
to do that. Especially since we’ve got a witness. A witness 
who puts you two together. A witness who saw money 
change hands.” He made a clucking sound with his tongue. 
“Blackmail is such a nasty thing. Especially when you 
blackmail a woman like this one. She has many highly 
placed friends.” 

Chop swallowed hard, audibly. He began to sweat. 

“Look—” Santos leaned closer to the man, though the 
odor of him made him want to gag. “I think she’s in- 
volved. We don’t like each other very much. But I’ll be just 
as happy if you take the fall. You’re a pretty slimy piece of 
work, and I’ll be glad to have you off the street. Either way. 
I’ve got my badge back.” 

“Off the street,” Jackson repeated. “About time you did 
some time. How long you think he’ll get, Santos?” 

Santos made a show of considering it. “Fifteen to thirty. 
After all, we’re talking blackmail and conspiracy.” He 
smiled at his partner, knowing that they were winning, 
working to control the elation that would give their game 
away. “You think the boys at Angola will like him? He’s 
kind of pretty, in a fat, nasty sort of way.” 

“Fuck off,” Chop muttered, though this time the oath 
lacked bravado. 

“Even at the minimum,” Jackson continued, “by the 
time he gets out, he’ll be too old to get it up anymore. But 
hey, that’s not our problem.” 

“Why would I blackmail her?” Chop asked, jumping to 
his feet. He looked at them each in turn, his expression 
earnest as a Boy Scout’s. “And ruin my reputation? Please, 
I’ve got clients wealthier, and with much more to lose, than 
her. Lots of ’em. She’s small time.” 

“Oh, I believe you,” Santos said, amused. He looked at 
Jackson. “Do you believe him?” 
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“Oh sure, I believe him. But what about all those up- 
standing ladies and gentlemen of the jury? I’ve got a big 
picture of this. By the time the prosecution is done de- 
scribing the breadth, or should I say the depths, of your 
operation—” Jackson shook his head. “Frankly, the max- 
imum sentence won’t be enough for those folks.” 

For a full minute, Chop said nothing. He looked from 
one to the other of them, nervously chewing on his lower 
lip. Finally, he swore. “I’m not taking a dive for that per- 
verted bitch. I don’t care how much she paid me.” He 
looked at Santos. “She came to me. She wanted your ass in 
a sling. She planned the entire thing.” 

“Right.” Santos snorted, hiding his excitement. “We’re 
talking about a woman from one of this city’s oldest, best- 
known families. We’re talking a lady who goes to mass 
every day. A lady who gives about a gazillion dollars to lo- 
cal charities. And she set me up?” Santos motioned to 
Jackson. “Cuff him.” 

“It’s true!” Chop took a step backward, mouth thin- 
ning. “Aid I can back it up. I can back it all up. Names. 
Dates. Pictures. Recordings. Nobody, but nobody screws 
Chop Robichaux.” 


He could back it up, Jackson and Santos found out 
shortly after. If nothing else, Chop was one hell of a care- 
ful businessman; it seemed he kept files on everything and 
everyone. He hadn’t been boasting when he claimed he had 
clients with a lot more to lose than Hope St. Germaine. He 
was already with the D.A., talking plea and deal. He wasn’t 
gomg to get off scot-free, though. Not this time. 

Santos slapped the manila envelope against his hand, 
reside were eight-by-ten pictures of Hope St. Germaine. 
Pictures of her in her other life. The life she had managed 
to keep secret from everyone for so long. Even her daugh- 


Glory. A lump formed in his throat. Dear Jesus, how was 
he gomg to tell Glory? 

“Hey, partner.” 
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Santos turned. “You have the warrant?” 

“Ids in the works. We’ll have it in less than an hour. 
Forty minutes, if all goes right.” 

“I want to be there.” 

“Understandable. I already talked to the captain. He’s 
listened to Chop’s taped confession. Considering the cir- 
cumstances, it’s a go.” 

Santos checked his watch and frowned. “I need the en- 
tire hour. I have to—’’ His throat closed over the words, 
and he cleared it. He met his partner’s eyes. “I have to tell 
Glory. I can’t let her learn from the media. And she’ll want 
to see her mother, I’m sure. You know, before we get 
there.” 

“You’ll go with Glory? We can’t chance mama’s taking 
off.” 

Santos nodded, heartsick at the prospect of what he had 
to do. “I’ll be there.” 

“Good. I’ll see to it you get the hour.” Jackson searched 
Santos’s expression. “You okay with this?” 

“Sure, I... Hell, no, I’m not okay with this.” He swore, 
angry and frustrated— by the situation, by what he had to 
do. “I’m glad to have my badge back. I’m a cop, Jackson. 
I bust the bad guys, I look for answers. It’s what I am. It’s 
what I do. But how do I look Glory in the eyes and tell her 
what her mother is?” 

“You’re right, Santos. You are a good cop. And this isn’t 
your fault. You’re not the bad guy here. Remember that.” 

“Yeah, right. Tell it to Glory.” Santos took a long, frus- 
trated breath. “What am I going to say to her? How do I 
tell her without hurting her?” 

“I don't know, partner.” Jackson laid a hand on San- 
tos’s shoulder, “I just don’t know.” 
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Santos found Glory in her. office at the hotel, instructed 
her secretary to hold all interruptions, sat her down and 
relayed the tale, calmly and without inflection, starting with 
what Liz had told him and Jackson. 

While Santos spoke. Glory sat unmoving, staring blankly 
at him, not believing her ears. When he finished, she shook 
her head. “You can’t be serious about this.” 

“I’m dead serious about it.” He cleared his throat. “I’m 
sorry, Glory.” 

“But. . .” She swallowed hard. “It’s ridiculous. Insane. 
You’re saying that you ... followed my mother? You’re 
saying that you discovered my mother was involved with 
this sleazy... Chop Robichaux? That she’s a client of his?” 
Her voice rose. “You’re saying you think she was—” 

"Was the one who set me up. Yes.” 

She shook her head again, feeling the blood drain from 
her face. This couldn't be happening. Not again. “I don’t 
believe you.” 

“I’m sorry, Glory. I wish it weren’t true.” 

He looked down at his hands, then back up at her. She 
caught her breath at the helplessness in his expression. At 
the regret. Fear stole over her, and she began to shake. 

“It’s not true!” She jumped to her feet, her hands 
clenched into fists at her side. “Why are you doing this, 
Santos? I know you . . . dislike her. I know you have reason 
to, but this is... it’s— ” 

She swung away from him, unable to bear the pitying 
expression in his eyes. She brought her trembling hands to 


472 Erica Spindler 

her face, struggling to find the right words, the ones that 
would make this go away, the ones that would wake her 
from this nightmare. 

She faced him once more. “This is beyond dislike, San- 
tos. It's sick. You need help.” 

He stood and crossed to her. At his expression, tears 
stung her eyes. He gathered her hands in his and rubbed 
them, as if trying to warm them. “I’m not the one who’s 
sick, sweetheart. Believe me, I hate having to hurt you this 
way.” 

She jerked her hands from his. “I don’t believe you, 
Santos. This is a lie. A lie! I can’t. You’re talking about my 
mother.” 

“I know it’s your mother.” He swore. “You can’t imag- 
ine how much I dreaded coming here and telling you this. 
You can’t imagine—” 

“Spare me, Detective Santos. You’re enjoying this.” 

He stiffened. “You’re angry at the wrong person. Ai 
killing the messenger isn’t going to change the facts. I’m m 
the one who hurt and betrayed you. And we both know it. 

She brought a hand to her eyes, covering them, battik 
tears. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be. 

“I brought. . .proof. I have pictures. But I don’t want yc 
to look at them.” He caught her arm, forcing her to fac 
him. “Just believe me, Glory. I wouldn’t lie to you. Nc 
about this or anything else.” 

“Pictures?” she repeated, her vision blurred with tears 
“What do you mean?” 

He motioned toward the large manila envelope he ha 
brought in with him, propped by the side of his chair 
“Robichaux kept files on all his clients. Every transaction 
the date of the transaction, the. . .services provided am 
their cost. Your mother’s file dates back to 1970,” 

Glory would have been three years old. Her father hat 
still been alive. Very much alive. 

Glory’s stomach rose to her throat. It wasn’t true. I 
couldn't be. 
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Glory strode across to the envelope, bent and cecs— 7 

° “Glory!” Cantos took a step toward her, bateau 
‘Please, sweetheart, just believe me. Once you ~ 
those photographs ... you can never go back. Do^ -- 
derstand? Once you see her that way, you 11 never 
“Don’t say anything else!” She drew a sbudderi-f 
breath, realizing for the first time how close to hysteria 2 n: 
‘Don’t you... speak to me. Never speak to me... 


was. 
again.” 

“I didn’t do this, Glory. I only uncovered it. He tcc.c 
another step. “If you look at those photographs, you’ll 
never be able to forget them. Don’t do that to yourself, if s 
not necessary Just believe me.” 

She loosened the envelope’s metal clasp. She reached in- 
side, closing her fingers over what felt like glossy photos. 

She eased one out, her gaze not on it, but on Santos. 

Her hand began to shake. Her eyes flooded with tears. 
The envelope slipped from her fingers, and she doubled 
over, sobbing. Santos crossed to her. He wrapped his arms 
around her, holding her up. “Glory, sweetheart, it’s going 
to be okay.” 

“It’s. . .not,” she managed to say around tears, press- 
ing her face to his shoulder. “How can it be okay .. .ever 
again? My mother is ... my mother. . ” 

She cried for a long time, noisily, the pain inside her too 
much to bear. While she did, Santos held her, murmuring 
sounds of comfort, stroking her hair. 

(t Fna %> exhausted and spent, she lifted her face to his. 
“What. . .what am I going to do, Santos? How am I . how 
do I... go on?” 

“You just do,” he murmured, brushing the tears from 
her cheeks with his thumbs. “But first, you need to go to 
her . You don t have much time.’ ’ ° 

"wSCS" 8 m '' th ‘ te “ ° £ hM hand - 

A warrant s been issued for her arrest,” 
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“Arrest?” Glory repeated, her knees going weak, the 
giving. He held her up. “On what charges?” 

“Conspiracy. I bought you a little time. I knew you’ 
want to see her before . . .” 

Before she was arrested. Before the story broke and th 
media feeding frenzy began. 

His unfinished thought hung in the air between them 
Her heart stopped, then began beating again with a ven 
geance. “How long have you known about this? How Ion, 
have you been . . . following her?” She could hardly get th 
words out, they were so bizarre, so unbelievable to her. 

“Five days.” 

“Five... days.” She counted back, thinking of the time 
they had been together. Realizing what his silence meant. 

She eased out of his arms, anger coming upon her s< 
swiftly it took her breath. “You knew about this for fiv< 
days, but you never said a thing to me? For five days yoi 
had suspicions and—” 

“And until today, that’s all they were. What could I hare 
said to you?” 

“You could have told me the truth! We’re lovers, we were 
sleeping together. Yet you kept this from me?” She shook 
her head, her devastation complete, “You don’t see any- 
thing wrong with that, do you?” 

“No. Without proof, what could I have said to you? That 
I thought your mother had set me up? That she was in- 
volved with a criminal? Please. She’s your mother, Glory.” 

“Exactly.” Glory pushed her hair away from her face, 
hand shaking. “She’s my mother. You should have told me 
the truth. You should have let me know what was going on. 
Dammit, Santos, I deserved that.” 

“If I had done that, I would have jeopardized my inves- 
tigation.” 

“I see.” She fisted her fingers, so angry she tasted the 
emotion. “You were afraid I’d tip my mother off, and she’d 
skip town. You were worried that I’d find a way to stop 
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(0 ,«Vd fi pyo»r captain off about wbat you wem 

doing.” . j n . tWT1 a then be let out a f rus- 


would. , 

That’s what was wrong with that. 
sSStober desk. She retrieved her purse from he 
boL taer, to turned took to him. “How much rime 

^°“ Not much.” He checked his watch. “Twenty minutes, 

'she nodded, outwardly calm. Inside, she was falling 


apart. “I guess I’d better go.” 

‘Tm going with you.” . „ 

She narrowed her gaze, “like hell. I’m going alone. 

“1 gave Jackson my word.” 

“Still afraid I’m going to help her skip town?” _ 

At his damning silence, Glory strode to her office door. 
There, she stopped and turned to him. “You know, you 
keep accusing me of not believing in you. Of never believ- 
ing in you. But 1 believed enough in you to love you. Not 
once, but twice now. You’re the one who made an issue 
over our differences, not me. You’re the one who judged, 
the one who decided 1 was too privileged, too spoiled and 
self-centered to really love you.” She inched her chin up. 
“You're the one who decided you weren’t good enough for 
me to love. Not me.” 

Glory yanked open her office door. “It seems to me, that 
you were the one who never believed, Santos. Not in me, 
not in us. You never trusted me. You still don’t. But right 
, now » 1 don’t have the time to worry about that.” 


Erica Spi* dler th isV&’ 

SM cha'te'8 6 ,.' 1 ' 

motliei* 
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vjlory drove like an insane person, blinded by tears, her 
head filled with the things Santos had said about her 
mother, about her twisted passions, her relationship to 
Chop Robicbaux and her attempt to frame Santos. 

There had to be an explanation, she told herself. She 
prayed there would be. She prayed her mother would put 
her arms around her and tell her it wasn’t true. Promise her 
it wasn’t. 

Even as the prayer ran crazily through her head. Glory 
knew in her gut it would not be answered. 

By some miracle, she made it to her mother’s house 
without incident. She slammed out of her car and raced up 
the walk, pounding on the door when she reached it. Mrs. 
Hillcrest answered, her eyes widening with alarm when she 
saw Glory. 

^ Miss Glory, what’s wrong? What’s happen — ” 

Where’s Mother?” Glory pushed past her. “I have to 
see her.” 

She’s in her room. Resting. She asked not to be dis- 
turbed.” 


axe eumijjg 


Glory ran for the stairs. “Some people 
^ em °2- As kmg as you can.” 

, People?” Mrs. Hillcrect followed her to the cotton 

t l S *?' rs ’ obvi °usly cos fused. “'Corning for your rcoti 

* don t understand.” 

Glory stopped and locked back at the vvomuui . ‘ C u- 
“* Gr ? ta! Please.” as if the de.di ulmeek ' 

snapping at her beets, she ran up the r^r 
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down the hall to her mother’s bedroom. She burst through 
the door and inside. “Mother!” 

Her mother had been sleeping. She sprang bolt upright 
in bed, her eyes wide and disoriented. “Glory Alexan- 
dra?” she said, blinking, her hand going to her throat. 
“What are you doing here?” 

“Mama, I... we have to talk.” Glory crossed to the bed, 
shaking so badly she wondered if she would make it. She 
sank gratefully to its edge. “Mama, they’re—” 

Tears choked her, and she fought to clear them. She 
didn’t have much time. She had to talk to her mother; she 
had to hear the truth from her, whatever it was. “They’re 
coming for you. We have to talk. I have to know—” 

“Coming for me?” Hope interrupted, pushing the hair 
out of her eyes, her hand shaking. She reached for her robe 
and slipped it on. “Who? What do you mean?” 

“Santos and. ..others.” She met her mother’s eyes, heart 
breaking. “They have a warrant.” 

“A warrant?” Hope repeated. “For whom?” 

“You, Mama. They say—” 

“For me?” Hope reeled back, an expression of horror 
crossing her face. “But whatever for? I can't imagine 
what—” 

“They say you were involved with that Chop Robi- 
chaux. They say you conspired to set Santos up.” 

Her mother didn’t deny it; she didn’t make a sound of 
outrage or disbelief. She simply stared at Glory, her mouth 
working, the expression in her eyes trapped, panicked. 

Her mother was guilty of everything Santos had accused 
her. Dear Lord, it was true. 

Glory’s tears welled up, then spilled down her cheeks. 
Impatiently, she wiped them away. “They know every- 
thing, Mama. About Santos and your relationship to Chop 
Robichaux. About what he . . . about what he provided for 
you.” Her voice rose. “Is it true. Mother? Did you do those 
things? And while Daddy was alive, too? I can’t bear to 
think it.” 
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“No!” her mother cried, the sound dee? — _ T 
as if it had emerged from the very depths ox xer -*- 1 — 

“No!” „ . , 

Glorv grabbed her mother's hands, clutching at tsao- 

They felt as cold and damp as death. “Tisy have prcoz. 
Dates and pictures. A whole file on yon.’ * She ribbed her 
mother’s hands, trying to warm them. She shook her head. 
“Tell me it isn’t true, Mama. And I’ll believe yon. Tell me 
how they got pictures like those, and I’ll— 5 ’ 

Hope yanked her hands from Glory’s and scrambled ott 
the bed. She raced across the room, slammed her bedroom 


door and locked it 
“Mother?” 

Hope wheeled around, panting, frantic. “The Darkness 
has come. We must try to hide. We must plan.” 

Glory’s heart began to thunder, and she struggled to stay 
aim. “You’re hysterical,” she said as quietly and as evenly 
is she could. “Let’s calm down, and together we’ll find a 
olution to this problem. I promise you, we’ll find a—” 
“No. . . no, it’s coming. The Darkness is coming.” 

Glory crossed to her mother, catching her hands again, 
holding them tightly. “What are you talking about, Mama? 
You need to tell me, so I can help you.” 

“Yes.” Her mother nodded. “I need to tell. Now, I must 
tdl.” She met her daughter’s eyes; the expression in them 
took Glory’s breath. “The Darkness, The Beast. It comes 
for us.” 


Hope swung away from Glory and began to pace, her 
long silk gown and robe billowing around her ankles. “I 
tried to protect you. Always tried, I never gave up. You see, 
I knew. 1 saw it in you and it was strong.” 

GJory wetted her lips. “You saw what. Mother?” 

“The Beast.” 


Glory took a step backward, her mother’s words hittin 
tT,"* 6 a . blow , to her chest. Her mind reeled back to he 

mS 00 ?’ -° those thnes she had awakened to find he 
mother stanng down at her as if she were the devil himseli 



480 


Erica Spindler 

Glory made a sound of pain. All she had ever wanted was 
for her mother to love her. 

Her mother looked at her and saw a monster. 

“It’s the curse,” Hope continued. “The Pierron legacy 
of evil. Passed mother to daughter. . . we all have it. We’re 
sinners, we succumb. I fought as fiercely as I could—” She 
brought her trembling hands to her face. “It was too 
strong.” 

Glory swallowed hard, thinking of what Santos had told 
her of her mother’s perversions. “So you . . . succumbed.” 

“Yes.” Hope lifted her tear-streaked face. “I wanted 
better for you. I vowed to drive The Beast out of you. I 
promised you would not fall prey to its litany of sin. Didn’t 
I try to cleanse you of it? Didn’t I try to scrub you clean?" 

The library. Little Danny. Glory’s stomach rose to her 
throat. 

Hope grabbed Glory’s hands. “You still have time. Do 
you understand?” 

Glory shook her head, staring at her mother in dawning 
horror. Her mother was insane. Completely crazy. “Yoi 
need help. Mama. We can get you help.” 

“There is no help. No help.” Hope backed away slowly 
•, then whirled and raced for the balcony doors. Sh< 

■’ wrenched them open and ran outside to the railing. Sto 
grasped it and leaned over, almost toppling, drawing i 
gulps of air. 

“Mama!” Glory ran after her, catching her from be 
hind, wrapping her arms around her. “You’ll fall. Com 
away from there.” 

Her mother struggled. They fell against the railing; tl 
wood groaned, then bowed. Frightened, Glory dragged b 
mother away. She lost her balance, stumbling backwar* 
She hit the door casing, pain shot through her shoulder ar 
her mother broke free. 

Hope backed away from Glory, not stopping until s 
reached the railing. “It waits inside you, waits to feed < 
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your immortal soul. I tried to purge you of it. I tried to 
purge you of your need for sins of the flesh.” 

Glory held out a hand. “Santos will help us. If I ask him, 
he will.” 

Hope shook her head, her expression suddenly eerily 
calm. “He has Xhe Darkness, Glory. The Beast has them 
all. It uses them to get to us.” 

From downstairs Glory heard the sound of voices. San- 
tos’s voice. He would help her; despite everything, he would 
help her mother. “They’re here, Mother. Let me talk to 
them. I’ll buy us some time. We’ll figure something out. 
Together.” 

“All right. Glory.” Her mother nodded and walked back 
into the bedroom, her calm more frightening than her 
frenzy. “I’ll do my Rosary now.” 

Glory followed her in, closing the balcony doors behind 
them. “That’s a . . . Good. I’ll be right back.” 

Her mother seemed not to even nonce her leave. As soon 
as Glory cleared the room, she ran for the stair.?, hysteria 
building inside her. Santos and Jackson stood in the foyer 
with Mrs. Hillcrest, along with two other officers she didn't 
recognize. 

“Sanrncf” 
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then cracked it open. “Mother,” she said softly, afraid of 
startling her, “it’s Glory. Santos is with me. He’s going to 
help us. It’s going to be all right.” 

She cracked the door wider, peeking inside. She didn’t 
see her mother and pushed the door the rest of the way 
open with dread. “Mother, where are you?” 

And then she saw. Her mother stood on the balcony 
railing, balancing precariously, her rosary beads clutched 
in her hands. The breeze caught her robe, lifting the gos- 
samer fabric, swirling it around her, creating billowing 
wings. Her mother looked like a dark angel, an angel pre- 
paring for flight. 

“Mother!” Glory took a step into the room, hand out. 
“Don’t move!” 

Her mother met her eyes. The expression in them was 
dear and strangely calm. “The Beast has come.” 

“Mrs. St. Germaine, please. Don’t move.” Santos moved 
carefully into the room, his voice low, deep and soothing. 
“Everything is going to be fine. You just hold tight 
and—” 

The beads slipped from Hope’s fingers and clattered to 
the floor. Glory’s heart leaped to her throat; Hope smiled. 

‘Remember, daughter. The Darkness takes many forms.” 

And then she flew. 
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Santos checked his watch for what seemed like the hun- 
dredth time in less than an hour. It had been a slow day in 
homicide, though every day had seemed slow after the me- 
dia frenzy surrounding Hope St. Germaine’s suicide. Chop 
Robichaux’s arrest and the story that had led to both, then 
on the heels of that, the arrest of the Snow White Killer. 

Tina’s bible thumper had finally returned to New Or- 
leans. By the time he had, Santos and J ackson had already 
nailed down witnesses who placed him with two of the vic- 
tims, one of them on the night of her death. Santos shook 
his head. Of course the guy, this Buster Flowers, denied he 
was the Snow White; he denied having ever killed any- 
body. 

But if being a cop for ten years had taught Santos any- 
thing, it was that criminals rarely stood up and shouted 
their guilt. No, this was the guy. The Snow White Killer and 
the one who had killed his mother. He was certain of it. 

Santos checked his watch again, then muttered an oath. 
He didn’t know why he was so anxious to get out of here; 
he had nowhere to go and nobody who was waiting for him. 
Certainly not Glory. 

He hadn’t seen her since her mother’s funeral. Even then, 
they had hardly spoken to each other. She had been with- 
drawn and in pain; he had tried to reach her, had tried to 
comfort her, but had been unable to. There had been a wall 
between them. Brick-solid and impenetrable. It. was as if, 
with the shocking revelations and suicide of her mother, 
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they had lost the ability— or wherewithal— to reach be- 
yond it. 

He missed her. He longed to scale that wall and claim her 
as his. But he didn’t know how. 

And even if he did, a relationship between them wouldn’t 
last. Too much stood between them, too much past, too 
much pain. They came from two different worlds. She 
wouldn’t be happy with a cop, not for long. It was better 
this way. 

His phone rang; he reached for it like a drowning man 
would grab for a lifeline. “Detective Santos.” 

“Help me,” a woman on the other end whispered. 
“Please, help me.” 

He straightened. “Who is this?” 

“Santos, please. You have to help me, I have nowhere 
else to turn.” 

“Tina? Is that you?” 

“He’s following me. I know it’s him.” She began to sob. 
“He’s going to kill me.” 

A chill ran up his spine. “Tina, we’ve got him. Buster 
Flowers, the guy who gave you the cross.” 

“It’s not him! Santos, I don’t want to die!” 

Her cry shook him clear to his soul. She was scared wit- 
less. “Tina, where are you?” 

She drew a shuddering breath. “At a pay phone on the 
comer of Toulouse and Burgundy. Right by the Corner 
Drugstore and a church.” 

“Okay.” He checked his watch, calculating the time it 
would take him to reach her at this time of day. “Stay put. 
Do you hear me, Tina? I’m coming now. It’ll take me no 
more than ten minutes.” 

“Hurry, Santos. Please.” 

He hung up the phone and jumped to his feet, grabbing 
his suit jacket as he did. 

Patterson, the detective with the desk across from his, 
looked his way. “What’s up?” 
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glass front door caught his eye. The Closed sign swung 
slightly, as if it had just been tipped over. 

Santos checked his watch. Five-twenty. Early for a store 
like this one to be closing, especially in the Quarter. He 
stared at the sign, remembering something Tina had said, 
the hairs on the back of his neck prickling with the mem- 
ory. 

“They're rubbers, Detective. A hooker's best friend. Me 
and the other girls buy them by the gross at the Corner 
Drugstore.” 

The Comer Drugstore. 

Santos crossed the street. He went to the door and peered 
in. A guy stood at the register, counting the cash. Other- 
wise, the store appeared empty. 

Santos tapped on the glass. The young man at the regis- 
ter looked over. Santos held up his shield. “Police.” 

The guy paled, shut the cash drawer and came over. He 
peered through the glass at Santos’s badge, studying it for 
long moments before unlocking and cracking open the 
door. 

“What can I do for you, Officer?” 

“There’ve been some burglaries in the area,” Santos 
said. “Mind if I come in and take a look around.” 

“Burglaries?” the guy repeated. “In the area?” 

“That’s right.” 

“Okay, then.” The kid— Santos judged him to be in his 
early twenties— stepped away from die door and let him in. 

The shop’s interior was cool, too cool, and dimly lit. It 
was the kind of store found on many corners in New Or- 
leans: dirty and cluttered, with an eclectic assortment of 
goods for sale— pain relievers and snacks, sundry items and 
cold drinks, magazines and newspapers, all jammed into 
the bottom floor of a building dating from the thirties or 
forties. 

Santos’s gaze landed on a basket of apples on the 
counter. His pulse began to thrum. He turned back to the 
other man. His name tag said John. He was of medium 
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height and build and had an average, almost nondescript 
face. His eyes and hair were light-colored, his eyebrows so 
pale they were almost nonexistent. 

And he was nervous. Fidgety. 

“You own this place, John?” 

He shook his head. “My uncle.” 

“A family business,” Santos murmured. “That’s nice. 
Where is your uncle tonight?” 

“Prayer group.” 

“No kidding?” Santos started moving slowly up and 
down the aisles. “He goes every night?” 

“Pretty much.” John followed him. “My uncle says that 
if you know the Lord, you’ll never know darkness or pain.” 
John rubbed his hands on his blue jeans, as if to dry them. 
“Are you looking for something in particular. Offi- 
cer...?” 

“Detective Santos.” Santos smiled, ignoring his ques- 
tion. “Early to be closing for the night. Seems to me you’d 
get a lot of business if you stayed open. Quarter’s busy af- 
ter dark.” 

The kid shrugged. “The crime’s gotten too bad. We were 
getting held up almost nightly.” 

“What about the working girls? You must get a lot of 
them in at night.” Santos looked him straight in the eye; the 
kid held his gaze a moment, then slid his away. 

“They don’t come in. My uncle doesn’t like hookers. He 
doesn’t like them in the store.” 

He was lying. The store was chill as a tomb, but John was 
sweating. As he turned his head, Santos saw the fine sheen 
of the stuff above his top lip. 

Actually, I’m looking for a hooker named Tina. You 
know her?” 


No. 1 told you, hookers don’t come in here.” 

. ” ut ma y be you saw who I’m looking for. She was us- 
mg the pay phone across the street. Just a little bit ago.” 

ww?!? 8ge ? again> ^ lots of People at that phone. 
What did . . . does she look like?” 
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Santos described Tina, carefully watching John. The 
kid’s face remained completely impassive. 

“Come to think of it,” he said finally, nodding, “I did 
see a woman who looked like her. She took off.” 

“She did?” 

“Yeah, she was on her way toward St. Peter.” 

There was something sly in the kid’s voice, or rather, 
slyly amused. Santos indicated a door at the back of the 
store. “What’s back there?” 

“Stockroom.” 

“Mind if I have a look?” 

John hesitated, then lifted a shoulder. “I don’t mind.” 

“After you.” Santos followed the guy, his neck hairs 
prickling again. This might be nothing. But it didn’t fed 
like nothing. It felt like something, something dirty. But 
what? 

Which brought him back to Tina. Where was she? 

“Here it is.” The guy opened the stockroom door. Empty 
save for stocked storage shelves and shipping boxes, San- 
tos made his way through the room, nudging boxes, 
checking for doors. 

He found one. The exit-sign light above the door was 
aumed out and there were boxes stacked in front of it. 
‘‘Where does that go?” 

“The alley. We don’t use it.” John indicated a key pad 
on the wall. A green light flashed. “It’s electronically 
armed and barred from the outside, too. Criminals were 
areaking in through the back to rob us. It’s bad enough 
when they come through the front. But that’s why you’re 
here, right, Detective Santos?” John folded his arms across 
his chest. “Because of burglaries in the area?” 

“That’s right.” Santos turned to the kid and smiled. “I 
?uess that’ll be it. You’ve been very helpful. 1 appreciate 

John walked him to the front door and unlocked it. 
‘You know,” Santos said, “blocking that exit is a fire 
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sad. If the fe marshal came in here, he'd close you 

lown for that.” ; 

“I’ll talk to my uncle.’ 

“You do that, John.” 

w: dooi 

Santos stepped out onto the street; 1 % d °“ 

behind him. Santos turned and watched as the kid re- 

turned to his counting. ... ... 

He narrowed his eyes. Something wasn t right with that 
kid. He felt it in his gut. But whatever he was up to, it might 
not a have a thing to do with Tina. And she was his first 
priority. 

But what if it did have to do with her? The kid had lied 
about hookers coming into the store. He was certain of it. 
And that bothered him. It bothered him big time. 

Santos swore, aware of each second ticking past. Tina 
could have taken off. It wouldn’t surprise him if she had; 
she wasn’t the most stable person. Santos shook his head. 
But she had been scared, really scared. And she had known 
he was coming for her. So, why take off? 

He walked to the comer and gazed in the direction of St. 
Peter Street. The kid said she had been heading toward St. 
Peter Street. Santos started in that direction, stopping 
midblock as the realization hit him like a thunderbolt. The 
kid had said she’d been “on her way toward St. Peter.” 

St. Peter. The saint who guarded the gates of heaven. The 
saint who checked the books and decided if your soul was 
clean enough to pass through those gates. 

The kid was sending Tina to see St. Peter. 

Santos doubled back at a dead run, ducking down when 
de reached the Comer Drugstore, not wanting the kid to see 
, wishing he could call for backup but afraid to chance 
l second counted tor Tina-if he wasn’t already too 

Dear God , let it not be too late. 
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As he reached the comer, a late-model Buick eased out 
of the alley behind the store and turned his way. The driv- 
er’s eyes met his. It was the kid from the drugstore. 

Santos drew his gun, leaped into the street and shouted, 
“Freeze!” At the same moment, the kid hit the gas, bar- 
reling straight for him. 

Santos dived out of the way, rolled, took aim and fired. 
Once, then twice. The car skidded out of control, slammed 
through the convent’s wrought-iron fence and into a statue 
of Jesus blessing the masses. The statue rocked, then top- 
pled forward, smashing into the driver’s-side windshield, 
crushing it. 

Someone screamed. Clusters of people appeared in shop 
doorways, some spilled out onto the sidewalk, eager to get 
a look. 

Santos ran for the vehicle. “Police!” he shouted, hold- 
ing up his badge. “Call 911! Somebody get an ambu- 
lance!” 

He reached the car. At impact, its trank had popped 
open. Stuffed inside, tied up like a sacrificial Iamb, was 
Tina. 

Santos knees went weak with relief. She was alive. 




voMns Santos and Hope St. 

Liz and her restaurant bad been named, cgam a- 

on TV and in print. . . 

The restaurant had become so popular, m t*Ct, to*. - 
rarely got a chance to sit down, this was one of those tare 
occasions-the 3:00 p.m. lull between the lunch anddm- 
ner crowd-and she was enjoying it. She san:c onto one o i 

the bar stools and sighed. 

Her bartender came over with a cup of heroai tea. Suc- 


cess is tiring” . . , 

“But nice, Darryl.” She smiled and curved ter hands 

around the warm mug. “Very nice.” 

“Hey, Vm not complaining. The tips have been great.” 

The man grinned. “Believe it or not, we made the paper 
again.” 

“Hot again 1 ?” She slipped off a shoe and rubbed her 
aching arch on one of the stool’s rungs. “It’s been a 
month.’.’ 

Darryl handed her the Times Picayune, main news sec- 
tion, open to page four, tapping the article in question. 
“And this time, they call you ‘the proprietor of the trendy 
and popular restaurant, the Garden of Earthly Delights.’ 
That’s a quote, by the way.” He flashed her another of his 
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devilish grins, then went down the bar to fill one of the 
waitress’s orders. 

Liz sipped her tea, scanned the article and smiled. She 
found it ironic that her act of conscience had paid off like 
this. She hadn’t expected anything in return for her hon- 
esty but the ability to sleep nights, but to get this profes- 
sional recognition and monetary success, well, it boggled 
the mind. 

She hadn’t expected it, but she was enjoying it. Some- 
times she wanted to clap her hands and giggle with delight 
over her newfound success. She had done this, created this 
place, on her own. Just as Santos had said, she was mak- 
ing a difference in the world, she was helping people. 

Her life had turned out pretty damn good, after all. If 
only she had Santos, it would be perfect. 

“Hello, Liz.” 

Glory. Liz stiffened, then took a deep, fortifying breath 
and swiveled to face her former friend. Glory stood sev- 
eral feet behind her, looking hesitant and uncomfortable, 
but determined. Liz swept her gaze over her. The last weeks 
had taken their toll on Glory, her face was drawn and tired- 
looking, the expression in her eyes sad, almost haunted. 

What must it be like to learn that your mother was a sort 
of monster? 

Liz tipped up her chin, fighting against her thoughts and 
the sympathy they brought. “What are you doing here?” 

“Can we talk?” Glory laced her fingers together. 
“Please.” 

Liz swept her gaze coldly over her once more. “I can’t 
imagine what we would have to talk to each other about.” 

“About the past,” she said softly, her words thick with 
emotion. “About . . . us.” 

Sudden, unexpected tears stung Liz’s eyes, and horri- 
fied, she blinked them back. “There is no us.” 

“There was. A long time ago." Glory drew a deep breath. 
“Please, Liz.” 
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Liz hesitated, then nodded and slid off the stool. “All 
right.” She slipped back into her shoe and motioned to her 
bartender. “Darryl, I’ll be in my office if you need me.” 

He gave her a thumbs-up, and Liz led Glory to her of- 
fice. Once inside, she closed the door behind them, then 


i 1 


faced Glory, not offering her a seat. 

“Your restaurant is lovely, Liz. And I hear the food is 
wonderful. Congratulations.” 

“Thank you.” She folded her arms across her chest, de- 
spising herself for being so pleased at Glory’s approval. She 
didn’t want, or need, it. “You have something on your 
mind?” 

“Yes, I...” Glory drew a deep breath, then released it in 
a rush. “There’s so much I want to say to you, I don’t know 
where to begin. I guess, first, I want to say I’m sorry. For 
all those years ago. I never thought my mother would hurt 
you. Never. I don’t know why. I should have thought,' I 
should have suspected ...” 

Glory made a helpless gesture with her right hand. “I 
didn’t know her very well, obviously. 1 guess no one did. 
But I’m sure you’ve watched the news.” 

“Yes.” 

I m.. .sorry, too, that...” Glory’s words faltered as she 
struggled, Liz saw, not to cry. “I’m sorry that I didn’t stand 
by you. That I didn’t show you how much you meant to 
m ci^ 0W muc k !••• loved you. You were my best friend.” 
She lowered her gaze to the floor, then looked back up at 
if’ u bnnMing- “I was so afraid of my mother, of 
w at she might do to me, that I forgot to be afraid for you. 
And that day, I ... I fell apart.” 

® Liz’s throat. She understood. And she 
wished she didn’t. That day, she had fallen apart, too. 

tttswuiig away from Glory and crossed to her desk. She 
s areddown at its littered top, calling herself a fool for let- 
ting Glory get to her, even a little. 

She squeezed her eyes shut. If only she could shake the 
htngs she had learned about Glory’s mother in the past 
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weeks, about the kind of person she had been revealed t 
be. If only she could stop wondering what it had been 1 
growing up as Hope St. Germaine’s daughter. 

She couldn’t. 

All those years ago, Glory had been right to be afraid. 

“I came today, too, to thank you for what you did * 
Santos.” 

At the mention of Santos, Liz stiffened, anger and hui 
sweeping over her, stealing empathy and understanding 
She swung to face Glory once more, defiantly. “I didn’t d 
it for him,” she said sharply. “And I certainly didn’t do • 
so the two of you could live happily ever after.” 

Glory drew a deep breath and met Liz’s gaze evenly. “ 
never stopped loving him, Liz. Never.” 

Something in Glory’s eyes took Liz by surprise. Some 
thing fierce and sad and hot. Something that spoke to Li 
of the depth of Glory’s feelings for Santos— feelings ti/. 
strong, too substantive to be the whim of a spoiled, selfish 
girl in search of a trophy or an adventure. Something <’* 
her own feelings paled in comparison to. 

And something that began to heal an old wound. 

Liz’s mind went spinning back to two young girls, y 
standing by their high school locker, giggling together. Two ' 
girls who had had their whole lives before them. One of 
them had just met a boy. A boy she had loved on first sight. 

A boy she had claimed was her destiny. 

Maybe he was. 

Tears welled up in her eyes, and Liz quickly averted her 
gaze, checking her watch. “If that’s all,” she S3id crisply, 
feigning indifference, “I really need to get back to work.” 

“Of course.” Looking as if Liz had slapped her, Glory 
took a step backward, toward the door. “Thank you for 
your time, Liz. Thanks for listening. I know you’re 
very. . . busy. I’ll see myself out.” 

Liz watched as Glory turned and walked to the door, ; 
watched as she opened it and stepped through. And out of 
her life forever. j 
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She couldn’t let her go this way, not without the wno^e 

at Liz- 
had me et- 
her hands, 

then back up at Glory. “You mother told me sne wcuki in- 
tercede with Sister Marguerite for me. If I wom^ teii he*, 
everything I knew about you and Santos.’ 

She drew in a shuddering breath. “1 told my tclf sr.c al- 
ready knew about you and Santos being lovers, but I xrew 
in my heart she didn’t. I was afraid, too. Glory. Of your 
mother. Of losing my scholarship. Of facing my father” 
“You were sixteen,” Glory said softly. “Sixteen-year- 
olds get scared sometimes.” 

“So do twenty-eight-year-olds ” Liz met Glory’s eyes 
and smiled, feeling good, really good. “But you knew 
what, Glo? It’s over now. It’s in the oast. And I think I’m 
going to let it stay there.” 


Lizcaughther breath. “Glory! ^ 

Glory stopped and looked over her snouLcr : 
“Thatday at A.I.C.. ..that day vourmomer 
rviwt t Ml anart. too.” Liz looked down at 
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darkness or pain.” Santos had been right, too, about the 
fact that John had been preparing to move oil 

But he hadn’t been right about one thing. The most im- 
portant one. Santos tipped his head toward the ceiling. 
John Thomas Bourgeois was twenty-two yea is old. He had 
been five years old when Santos’s mother had been mur- 
dered. 

He wasn’t the guy. 

Santos drew in a deep, aching breath. He hadn’t found 
his mother’s killer; he hadn’t avenged her murder. 

He never would. 

Santos stood and crossed to the window and gazed out 
at the quiet street. Just after dawn, the rest of the world 
slept. He longed for sleep, too, but it eluded hi m. It always 
had. 


He touched the window with his fingertips, finding the 
glass already warm with the day. He thought back to that 
evening a week ago, when he had unfed Tina and lifted her 
out of the trunk. She had clung to him, sobbing, grateful, 
so very grateful, to be alive. 

Santos squeezed his eyes shut, emotion choking him. 
Though he hadn’t been there for his mother, he had been 
for Tina. He had saved her life. By catching the Snow 
"White, he had saved countless other girls. 


That felt good. Really good. 

It would have to be good enough. 

In a fairy-tale kind of ending, Tina had vowed she was 
getting out of the life. She was going to move somewhere 
no one knew her, to a small town, get a job doing anything 
but hooking and start making a real life for herself. The 
time had come, she had told him, to let go and move on. 

He hoped she made it. He had given her some money, as 


much as he could spare. She had promised to pay it back, 
though he didn’t care. If it helped her begin her new life, it 
would be the best money he had ever spent. Finally, he 
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would have done for her what he promised all those years 
ago— he had come back for her; he had helped her. 

Santos turned away from the window and gazed at his 
living room, thinking of his mother. Of her life and death. 
Of the way she had loved him and despite everything, loved 
life. The time had come to let go, he realized. Just as Tina 
had said. Of his past. Of his anger and guilt. Of his pain. 
Those were destructive, as was hatred, as was affixing 
blame instead of facing life and accepting responsibility. 

The time had come to move on. 

The truth of that moved over him and he smiled, then 
laughed out loud. He felt good, really good, for the first 
time in forever. He, too, was grateful for life. Grateful to 
be here, to be in this moment, grateful for all the love he 
had known and been blessed by. 

Glory. 

She had been right about him, about his judging her, 
about him being unwilling to believe in her, unwilling to 
believe in her love for him. He had wanted her to prove her 
feelings were true. Because he didn’t see his own worth. 
,^yen when he went to her father's wake, it wasn’t to claim 
-rbut for her to claim him. For her to prove she really 
him. 

' laughed again. Hope’s hatred of Lily had mirrored 
lily’s own hatred of herself. In Lily, he had never under- 
stood it. He had never understood why Lily hadn’t been 
able to see herself as she really was. Good. Loving. Worth 
being loved. 

And yet, he had done the same thing. He had refused to 
see himself as the man he was, refused to see that he was 
worth being loved, that he was worth Glory’s love. 

He saw now. 

The past fell away from him, and in that moment he felt 
light and free and able to soar with the eagles. He loved 
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Glory. He deserved her love; he could make her happy. He 
would make her happy. 

He went to claim her. No proof required. 
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In the days and weeks following her mother’s suicide and 
the resulting scandal. Glory had fitted together the pieces 
of her mother’s other life. Though at times it had been al- 
most too painful to bear, she had wanted to know and to try 
to understand. For she had realized that only by doing both 
would she be able to move on. 

To that end. Glory had seen a psychiatrist, and he had 
helped her to fully understand her mother’s state of mind. 
Her mother had been very ill. The doctor had used the term 
schizophrenia. He believed that had she lived, she wouldn’t 
have stood trial, but instead of being sent to jail, she would 
have been institutionalized. 

Glory wished with all her heart that her mother could 
have gotten help, but she also knew that to her brother the 
scandal would have been a punishment worse than death. 
Her mother had made her choice. 

Glory’s own feelings had been more difficult to deal 
with— ones of loss and betrayal, of anger and helpless- 
ness, of confusion. She had felt as if she had been cut loose 
and cast adrift. In the space of twenty-four hours, her life 
had been changed forever, and once again all that she had 
known, about her mother and herself, had been proven a 
lie. 

And again, she had been forced to ask herself, “Who am 

I?" 

So she had come here, to the River Road house, to be 
soothed, to feel the loving arms of a family around her, 
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though a family she had hardly known. She had come here 
to put the pieces of her identity back together^ 

And as the weeks had passed , she had done just that. Fi- 
nally, she felt whole, again— or maybe, whole for the first 
time in her life. 

Glory dug her trowel into the damp, black earth. The 
June sun beat down on her back, and sweat beaded her 
upper lip and between her breasts. She enjoyed it all — the 
heat of the sun, the moist earth, her sweat. 

Soon she would have to go back to the city, to her air- 
conditioned office at the St. Charles. She smiled and fitted 
the plant into the hole she’d dug, then refilled the hole with 
earth. She had spoken with Jonathan Michaels several 
times since their first meeting; their lawyers were working 
on the details of their agreement now. 

She felt good about her decision. Restoring the Pierron 
House to it original overblown grandeur would take a con- 
siderable amount of money. Converting three of the up- 
stairs bedrooms into luxurious guest accommodations and 
two of the others into an owner’s apartment, would also be 
expensive. She would have to hire a live-in housekeeper/ 
manager, daytime tour guides, and a part-time grounds 
keeper. 

She had no illusions that opening the Pierron House for 
tours, private parties and overnight stays was going to make 
her money. If she broke even, she would be doing well. But 
she wasn’t doing it for money; she was doing it out of love. 
The Pierron House was a part of Louisiana history, and a 
part of her history. She didn’t want it to be forgotten or to 
iall into disrepair and crumble away, as so many other 
pieces of Southern history had. 

Smiling, Glory stood, and dusting the dirt off her hands, 
admired her work. She had spent the last week planting 
summer annuals in the front flower beds. Now, the entire 
gauery was edged with a triple row of bright red begonias, 
wo l ^ ou ght, for the women who had lived and 

rKed m thls house. Women whose lives fascinated her. 
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She had been engrossed by the accounts of their days and 
nights; drawn into their hopes and dreams and disappoint- 
ments. It seemed that those women and girls had had many 
of all of those, and little of anything else. Certainly not 
what Glory would call a real life. 

Her fascination had led to understanding; understand- 
ing to love. They hadn’t been bad people. Or evil, as her 
mother’s twisted mind had believed. They had been lost. 
And trapped— in a world that had created them, yet had no 
room in their hearts to accept or love them. 

A breeze stirred off the Mississippi, and Glory lifted her 
face to it, smiling at its sweetness, at the way it cooled her 
damp skin. In understanding the women of this house, she 
had come to understand herself. She, too, had been 
trapped. By her mother’s inability to love her, her inability 
to accept the person she was. And by her own enslaving 
need for that acceptance and love. 

A need so powerful, so all-consuming that she had tried 
to change herself, had tried to mold herself into the person 
her mother wanted her to be, the person her mother would 
love. 

Glory shook her head, remembering. All her life, her 
mother had looked at Glory as if she were lacking, as if 
there was something wrong with her. Something bad about 
her. 

All along, the wrong, the bad, had been inside her 
mother. 

Glory laughed. Finally, she was free. To be herself. To 
love who she was, this moment and the next, on to forever. 
She would never again try to be a person who she was not; 
she would never stop believing in herself only because 
someone else didn’t believe. She would never again have to 
ask herself, “Who is Glory St. Germaine?” 

Now she knew. 

From behind her she heard the sound of a car coming up 
the driveway. She turned, holding a hand to her eyes to 
shield them from the sun. 
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Santos. 

He had come at last. 

Heart pounding, Glory let him find her, let him make his 
way from the driveway to the house. She bad missed him, 
longed for him. But she’d had demons to wrestle with; ones 
she’d had to face alone. 

In facing them, she had realized something else: she had 
come too far to settle for less than everything from Santos. 
Although, she admitted, watching him walk toward her, her 
pulse and heart stirring, an offer of anything at all from 
him would be damn tempting. 

He stopped before her and unsmiling, met her eyes. 
“Hello, Glory.” 

“Santos.” Her lips lifted even as she drank in the sight 
of him, growing almost intoxicated with longing. “I was 
wondering when you’d come. If you’d come.” 

“And I was wondering if you’d want me to.” 

“I did. I do.” She laid her hand on his chest, over his 
heart. Beneath her palm it thundered, strong and sure. 
“I’m glad you’re here.” 

He reached out and cupped her cheek in his palm. “Are 
you all right? I’ve been worried about you.” 

She smiled and covered his hand with her own, tipping 
her face into his caress. “I’m good. Really good, Santos.” 
“I’ve missed you.” 

Her heart began to thud; her palms grew damp. Hope 
bloomed inside her, as brightly as the rows of begonias at 
their feet. “And I you. So much.” 

He lowered his mouth to hers, though be only brushed 

his against hers, then straightened. “I brought you some- 
thing.” 


‘You did?” she said, searching his gaze, pleased. 

, dre ^ a s™ 11 . white cardboard box out of his jacket 

1 l£as i 0nce been white - Now > h was bat. 
a " d judged, half-crushed. It looked as if it hac 
spent a lifetime clutched in someone’s fist 
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Santos caught her hand, turned it palm up and set the 
battered box in its center. “For you.” 

She looked up at him, heart in her throat. She saw 
something in his eyes she had never seen before, some- 
thing deep and hot and strong. Her hand began to shake. 
She carefully, reverently, opened the box. Inside, wrapped 
in tissue, was a pair of earrings. She lifted one out, and held 
it to the sun. Made of colored, cut-glass beads, it sparkled 
in the sunlight, glittering like rainbow fire. 

“They were my mother’s,” he said softly, taking the 
earring from her, clipping it on her ear, then doing the same 
with the second. “They’re the only thing of hers I have. She 
loved them.” 

Tears swamped her. She met his gaze once more. “I will, 
too, Santos. Forever.” 

She took his hand and led him inside and upstairs. There, 
on a bed drenched in sunlight, they made love. Real love, 
for the first time since they had been teenagers, back when 
they had been too young to know that together they had 
paradise in their hands. 

They weren’t too young now. They knew. 


\ 












